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This thesis reassesses the Tiwi collections made by Jessie Sinclair Litchfield, and the 
Yirandali collections compiled by Mary Montgomerie Bennett, which are held at the 
British Museum, in order to understand their place in the history of indigenous settler 
relations in Australia. Both collections are entangled in the history of Aboriginal and 
settler relations, and understanding these relations will enable museums to give voice to 
the multiple dialogues the collections contain. In this way we can renew the significance 
of these collections for both museums and indigenous communities.  
 
Thus my thesis asks how the Litchfield and Bennett collections can be presented within 
a museum exhibition in the light of the changing face of Aboriginal and settler relations 
in Australia particularly with reference to the ‘History Wars’, the Native Title Act, the 
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On Language Use 
In 1994 the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 
produced a map that attempted to represent all Indigenous Australian language groups. 
The names used on the map represented the current preferred and most commonly used 
terms. However each term can have multiple spellings as is demonstrated by the 
Australian Indigenous Languages database (http://austlang.aiatsis.gov.au/main.php, 
accessed November 30 2013). This thesis uses those names provided on the AIATSIS 
map (map 0.1). Both Jessie Litchfield and Mary Montgomerie Bennett attempted to 
provide indigenous terms for the objects that they collected and the people they 
photographed, where these have been provided they are privileged in the text. In all 
these cases, the term is in italics and translations or meanings follow in square brackets. 
 
In addition in accordance with the Australian federal government Parliamentary 
Counsel, Drafting Direction No 2.1 on English usage, I capitalise ‘Indigenous’ when it 
is referring to the original inhabitants of Australia. I do not capitalise ‘indigenous’ when 
it is used more generally to refer to the original inhabitants of other countries. In 
addition I use the term ‘Indigenous’ to refer to the two First Nations’ people of 
Australia; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. I use ‘Aboriginal’ to refer 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
1.1.Introduction 
This thesis reassesses the Tiwi collections made by Jessie Sinclair Litchfield, and the 
Yirandali collections compiled by Mary Montgomerie Bennett, both held at the 
British Museum, in order to understand their place in the history of Indigenous and 
settler relations in Australia. Both collections are entangled in the history of 
Indigenous and settler relations, and understanding these relations will enable 
museums to give voice to the multiple dialogues the collections contain. In this way 
we can renew the significance of these collections for both museums and Indigenous 
communities. 
 
I have chosen to reassess the Tiwi collections made by Jessie Sinclair Litchfield, and 
the Yirandali collections compiled by Mary Montgomerie Bennett because both 
women were active in the promotion of Indigenous rights, and treated Indigenous 
people in a manner, which was liberal in the context of their time. These two 
collections are both part of larger collections (appendices 14 and 15), and rather than 
look superficially at a large body of material I have chosen to focus this study on 
these two smaller sections from both collections. The Litchfield collection in its 
totality comprises of 106 objects and thirty eight photographs, with the British 
Museum database listing the provenances for individual components of the collection 
as coming from a variety of locations in the Northern Territory including Anson Bay, 
Arnhem Land, Rum Jungle, Darwin and the Tiwi Islands. There is very little 
documentation attached to the Litchfield collection, and by attempting to match 
objects and photographs with letters sent by Litchfield to the British Museum we can 
only clearly identify some of the collection. The Tiwi Islands have a distinctive 
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material culture that is different both in colours, designs, materials and even object 
type to that of mainland Aboriginal material culture. As such the Tiwi objects and 
photographs in the Litchfield collection are easily identifiable, presenting a smaller 
composite collection within the larger body of objects and photographs that can act as 
a starting point for research into Litchfield and the collection. The Christison 
collection is also a large collection made up of several parts. There are fifty eight 
objects and fifty three photographs, all from Lammermoor Station in Queensland, 
that make up the Christison collection in the British Museum. Forty-one objects were 
donated by Robert Christison in 1901 and 1904 and seventeen objects and fifty three 
photographs were donated by Mary Montgomerie Bennett in 1927. In addition 
Bennett also donated twenty-two objects in 1953, although because this collection 
was not related the wider Christison family and was collected from mission sites in 
Western Australia, it is not considered to be part of the Chrsitison collection. Whilst 
this thesis may reference this later donation in order to provide context for Bennett's 
later life, it is not the focus of this study. This thesis will discuss the entire Christison 
collection, but particular focus is given to the 1927 donation by Bennett as a way of 
exploring her life and her relationships with Aboriginal people. Both collections are 
also intimately tied to the land that they were collected on, and remain relevant in 
self-determination politics and land rights debates for contemporary communities 
today. The processes of making these collections also reveals a series of networks 
between people that allow us to understand that particular historical moment, and are 
local to that time and place. In addition the writings made by both women provide us 
with a historical narrative on the period within which the collections were made, 
particularly in relation to the way Indigenous people were treated, and also how 
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themselves and other white women, particularly those who sought to get their voices 
heard, were viewed. 
 
In 1907 Jessie Sinclair Litchfield (née Phillips) moved to Darwin to marry a diamond 
driller. She took photographs of the Northern Territory, and the Aboriginal people 
who lived there. In addition, between 1908 and 1930 she collected objects from the 
Aboriginal people who lived around the remote Northern Territory mining 
settlements, and in Darwin. Litchfield was aware of anthropologists such as Baldwin 
Spencer who worked alongside her friends, the buffalo shooter Joe Cooper, the 
government worker Bill Harney, and the pastoralist and amateur collector Paddy 
Cahill. Cahill, Spencer and Litchfield all made ethnographic collections in the 
Northern Territory between 1908-1930, and the differences in both the type and style 
of object that they were collecting reflect their own personal interactions with 
Aboriginal people at that time and in that space. Litchfield’s experience, as the only 
white woman in a remote mining community often 165 kilometres away from the 
nearest large settlement meant that she often developed friendships with Aboriginal 
women. This led to an interest in Indigenous culture and the treatment of Indigenous 
people by settlers and the government in the Northern Territory. These friendships 
were not limited to her life in remote communities. After moving to Darwin 
Litchfield employed an Aboriginal boy who lived in her home, and who was treated 
like one of her own children, remaining with her until her death. It was this 
relationship that is reflected in the majority of the objects she collected. In addition, 
through her published writing Litchfield operated in a milieu of feminist writers who 
sought to challenge southern perceptions of the Northern Territory in which they 
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lived, and its Aboriginal inhabitants, discussing in particular the controversial topic 
of relations between white men and Aboriginal women. 
 
Also in 1907, further south in Queensland, Mary Montgomerie Bennett (née 
Christison) was living on Lammermoor pastoral station, established by her father 
Robert Christison in 1863. Bennett, who was born in 1881, lived at Lammermoor 
Station from the following year. As she grew up she watched her father collect 
objects from the Yirandali people he employed on the station, and her mother take 
photographs of them. Compiling her father’s notes, her own observations, her 
mother’s photographs and the family’s collection of Yirandali objects and 
photographs, Bennett produced the first detailed account of the Yirandali, as well as a 
discussion of her family’s relationship with them. Her experience of growing up 
alongside Aboriginal people, having Aboriginal men and women looking after her, 
and becoming her friends, motivated her to dedicate her life to campaigning for better 
rights for Indigenous people. 
 
Both Bennett and Litchfield sent their collections to the British Museum because of 
its reputation at the time as an institution, which held some of the most important 
ethnographic collections in the world. In addition Litchfield and Bennett also wanted 
to demonstrate that far from dying out, Indigenous people were still present in the 
landscapes the two women inhabited, perpetuating a living culture. They sent objects 
and photographs they felt would show to the world that Indigenous people were not 
the primitive, savage people so often reported in the newspapers across the globe; the 
New York Times for example, had asserted that Indigenous people are ‘probably the 
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most primitive beings in the world today’ (Dickinson 1982:86, Dickinson pers comm 
2011). 
 
The impetus for this reassessment of two collections of Tiwi and Yirandali objects 
and photographs held at the British Museum came from my interest in museums as 
sites for the renegotiation of relationships between indigenous peoples and colonial 
societies. Since the 1980s museum curators have sought to engage with the 
communities from whom their collections originated, in order to reinvigorate the 
lives of the collections with an indigenous viewpoint (Bolton 2003). Specifically, 
when thinking about collections from Australia, the representation of Indigenous 
people in museums has been affected by the complex and ever changing 
renegotiation of relationships between the Indigenous population and Australian 
settler society. It is possible to see how these relationships have changed by analysing 
Australian history writing, which has changed significantly in the way it discusses 
these relationships from the colonial period to the present day (Attwood and Foster 
2003:1). Understanding the texts within their social and political milieu is important 
in understanding why these relationships were changing (Attwood 2001:196). 
Australian history writing has since the 1970s been framed by the so-called ‘History 
Wars’, a national debate surrounding how and why Australian history should, and has 
been written. In 1968 William Stanner spoke about a ‘great Australian silence’ 
(Stanner 1968) existing within texts discussing Australian history. Stanner was 
referring not to a complete lack of all narratives on Indigenous people in Australian 
history writing but instead to the things that Australians have ‘unconsciously resolved 
not to discuss…the story, in short, of the unacknowledged relations between two 
racial groups’ (Attwood and Foster 2003:1).  Many writers took up the mantle to fill 
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this silence, and the history wars was a product of the debate that surrounding this 
shift in the way Australian was written about. The history wars is an ongoing, 
complex debate centred around the perception of colonisation and race relations, and 
characterized by historian Geoffrey Blainey ‘s simplistic categorization of history 
writing as either black armband or three cheers (Blainey 1993). Blainey contested the 
version of colonial history described by a variety of historical texts by writers such as 
Manning Clark (1962-87), Noel Loos (1976), Lyndall Ryan (1981) and Henry 
Reynolds (1982). Loos asked difficult questions such as ‘how many settlers did 
Aborigines kill?’ as a method for examining Aboriginal resistance to colonialism in 
Queensland (QLD), as well as situating the reality of the situation and dispelling the 
myth that there was nothing to react against (Loos 1976). Reynolds’ focus on frontier 
violence sought to expose the violence and failings within colonial administration 
(Reynolds 1982). Whilst Clark, through his six volume narrative of Australian 
history, sought to tell his own version of Australian history through the people Clark 
believed to be the key proponents of that history. Clark also considered the failings in 
the Australian colonial administration and suggested changes (Clark 1962-87). 
Blainey categorized these texts as ‘black armband histories’, those that privileged an 
Indigenous viewpoint and were critical of colonialism’s subsequent failures. Whilst 
Blainey termed those that described the period after colonization as good, as ‘three 
cheers’ histories. These debates on how and why Australian history is portrayed has 
naturally had an effect on the cultural industry, including the way that museums 
exhibit historic collections and work with source communities (Davison 2003). 
Museums became ‘hot spots in a historic settling of accounts between indigenous 
people and European settler societies’ (Davison 2003:201). They became sites of 
conflict in which these divergent and sometimes directly opposed versions of contact 
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history competed against one another in order to be heard (Appadurai 1986). 
However, in the last five to ten years museums have begun to move away from the 
notion of a competition, to become instead engaged in looking at how the multiple 
voices in museum collections can be mediated and presented alongside one another 
within the exhibition space. As part of this shift, Philip Jones called for exhibitions to 
show all traces of a collection’s history (Jones 2007). This thesis seeks to explore if 
this possible. 
 
As well as considering how these narratives are created and framed it is also 
important to consider how these changes in the way Australian history is written 
about have affected how museums work with source communities. In this chapter I 
review relevant literature to illuminate how shifts in Indigenous and settler relations 
in Australia have been affected by political events and changing policies.  
 
This thesis presents a series of conversations around the two collections of Tiwi and 
Yirandali objects and photographs, examining the different perspectives on these 
collections and the historical moments in which they have participated. Conversation 
is defined as ‘the informal interchange of thoughts, information, etc [or] an 
association or social intercourse [or] the ability to talk socially with others’ (Collins 
2009). In the enlightenment period the art of conversation was an important part of 
the salons that began to emerge, populated by the philosophes community for whom 
the exchange of ideas was at the heart of what was termed the ‘age of conversation’ 
(Huddleston 1928). Conversation was thus important for the exchange of knowledge 
and ideas, and would have been influenced in part by the context within which they 
occurred.  
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Within this research project I look at not just the literal conversations that took place 
between Litchfield, Bennett, their contemporaries and the Aboriginal people they 
lived with, but also the conversations between the objects and the photographs which 
expose the multiple values and meanings attributed to them. I then continue to look at 
the actual conversations that took place with Yirandali and Tiwi people, on and 
around the collections, which were for the most part moments of knowledge 
exchange. Within these consultations silent conversations occurred between the 
Aboriginal people I spoke to and the objects that in many cases influenced what 
people spoke about and how they expressed it. Finally, in this research project I look 
to consider the broader conversation, attempting to mediate the multiple 
conversations within a museum space. 
 
Thus my thesis asks how once all of the narratives within the Litchfield and Bennett 
collections are exposed, how can they be presented within a museum exhibition. In 
order to provide some opening answers to this question I draw inferences from 
literature reviewed in relation to debates in the study of objects’ lives, museums and 
source communities, and discourse on white women and Indigenous rights. I return to 
these initial answers in the main body of the thesis and develop them further in 
relation to my own research findings. The remainder of this chapter provides a brief 
introduction to the location of my field of study, giving some social and historical 
background, a practical explanation of my methods, and concludes with an outline of 
the thesis as a whole. This thesis contributes to the fields of anthropology, museum 
studies and history. Particularly it looks to present for the first time a detailed study 
of the lives of Litchfield and Bennett and their museum collections. It examines in 
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detail the processes within and the content produced by consultation projects on 
museum collections, and contributes to the literature on oral history and museum 
studies about how the context of place can affect how people talk about things. 
Finally it looks to explore new ways of exhibiting collections that make use of 
advancements in technology in relation to museum interpretation. 
 
Throughout this thesis I use the category ‘objects’ to refer solely to three-dimensional 
things. The term ‘collection’ will be used to refer to both ‘objects’ and ‘photographs’. 
When I discuss visual repatriation (Fienup-Riordan 2003:39) I am referring to the 
return of copies of photographs, and photographs of objects, to a source community; 
whilst the actual object is not physically returned, an image of it is. 
 
1.2.Approaches to the study of museums and source communities 
In the last thirty to forty years Indigenous people have had an increasing presence in 
Australian museums, effecting not just how curators work with their collections’ 
source communities but also how curators perceive the collections as a whole. The 
engagements between museums and source communities in European museums has 
followed these Australian engagements, and the last few decades have seen a notable 
increase collaborative projects between museums and source communities (Peers and 
Brown 2003, Modest and Golding 2013). The 1978 UNESCO regional seminar on 
the Role of Museums in Preserving Indigenous Cultures (Edwards and Stewart 1980) 
in Adelaide, saw Indigenous people argue ‘for the important role that owners and 
leaders of particular cultural traditions can have in giving life to existing collections 
of lifeless objects’ (Bolton 2003:44). They highlighted a need for greater engagement 
between museums and their source communities. The call to reinvigorate these 
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collections established a change in museum practice which saw museums begin ‘to 
employ and to refer to indigenous Australians in dealing with’ (Bolton 2003:44) 
Indigenous collections. These collaborations considered how Indigenous people are 
represented, and can be represented, in museums (Museums Australia 1996, Allen 
and Hamby 2009). The arguments in this seminar ‘arose out of changes in the 
political and social climate in Australia and was fuelled in part by the referendum of 
1967’ (Bolton 2003:45). The referendum was partly called as a result of pressure 
received from the Sydney Freedom Rides of 1964 and 1965, which campaigned for 
Indigenous rights, most notably an end to segregation in some rural communities. 
The outcomes of the referendum included the inclusion of Indigenous people in the 
census, voting rights for Indigenous people, and new legislation specifically targeted 
towards Indigenous people. These outcomes demonstrated growing public support 
for Indigenous rights, although the effects were slow to be seen. The following year 
marked Stanner’s 1968 lecture, which discussed what he saw as a silence in 
Australian history writing (Stanner 1968) which, as I have described, provided the 
catalyst for a change in the way that Australian history was written about. In addition, 
a number of Indigenous writers emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Their 
writing sought to give voice not just to their own personal stories, but also those of all 
Indigenous people. This discourse was framed within a history of government 
policies for Indigenous people. One of these authors, Doris Pilkington Garimara, 
whose account of her mother’s experience as a member of the stolen generations 
narrated in Follow the Rabbit Proof Fence (1996), was later given legitimacy by the 
1997 Bringing Them Home Report, and the 2008 Apology by Kevin Rudd and the 
Labor-led Australian government. So how did these changes and debates affect 
museums? 
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In Australia in the 1950s  
‘as Aboriginal people began to exist in the non-Aboriginal apprehension of 
the world, collections were hidden and attempts were made to clean up the 
kinds of displays museums had mounted’ (Healy 2006:74).  
 
The emergence of Indigenous focused narratives in Australian history writing and the 
debates around these histories saw Australian museums become places for these 
debates to played out through the use of their collections (Davison 2003:201). Chris 
Healy describes how now in Australia all of the state museums have Indigenous staff, 
advisory boards, or consult with Indigenous people on the storing and exhibition of 
their collections (Healy 2006:75). These changes were preceded by the development 
of exhibitions in all of these museums relating to Indigenous people, for example the 
Gallery of First Australians at the National Museum of Australia and Bunjilaka at the 
Melbourne Museum (Healy 2006). The 1997 Bringing Them Home Report, and the 
2008 Apology by Kevin Rudd and the Labor-led Australian government, helped to 
validate and affirm these Indigenous narratives. These Indigenous focused spaces 
looked to created a dialogue within these museum spaces between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous visitors and exemplify James Clifford’s description of the museum as 
a contact zone, a place where collections become part of an ongoing relationship 
between the source community and the museum visitor (Clifford 1997).  
 
Clifford’s contact zone highlights what is at the heart of collaborative projects 
between museums and source communities that seek to produce this indigenous 
narrative, the engagements between different people and the relationships that 
emerge out them. In developing these Indigenous focuses spaces museums have 
consulted with their source communities. Arguing that 'a sense of moral obligation 
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has become the arbiter of new cultural protocols' (Lydon 2010:173), in the last three 
decades the number of these projects has increased. Whilst the literature initially 
discussed the practice and outcomes of the projects, scholarship has now begun to 
consider the processes within them, the expectations involved, and the management 
of relationships on both a short term and a long term scale (Bonshek 2010). Lydon 
may be correct in her assertion that projects to consult indigenous people on museum 
collections are driven by a sense of duty by museum practitioners but indigenous 
agency should also not be neglected (Hafner 2013:3).  
 
I am particularly concerned with visual repatriation projects (Fienup-Riordan 2003), 
a set of projects which use the term repatriation despite not giving objects or 
photographic negatives back to communities. Instead these projects return to 
communities with photographs of objects or copies of photographs in order to 
develop the knowledge held about these collections for the museum in question. 
Visual repatriation projects (Fienup-Riordan 2003) are now seen as a viable 
alternative to full repatriation and have developed from photo elicitation projects 
(Collier and Collier 1986), which focused primarily on the return of copy collections 
of photographs, either physical or digital, back to communities. These projects, have 
considered how people talk on and around museum collections (Poignant 1996, 
Lydon 2010), and how alternate narratives can emerge from these projects, which are 
important not just for the museum, but also for the source community (Bell 2003). 
These projects have proved successful in forging relationships between museums and 
distant communities, with the Melanesia Project (Bonshek 2010) and the 
Reanimating Cultural Heritage in Sierra Leone project (Basu 2011) both at the 
British Museum, being two examples. The benefits of these projects for museums are 
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that they are able to gain additional information on their collections, which can help 
with collections care and a better and more accurate representation of that source 
community in their museum. These projects also give the source community greater 
agency over the way that are represented in a museum, and museum collections can 
play a wider role in land rights, particularly in native title claims, as I will discuss in 
this thesis. I would argue that the problems that can arise out of these projects are the 
mediation of expectations, both parties often desire different outcomes, and the sense 
of obligation felt by both parties to the other. Alessandro Portelli in his analysis of 
oral history interviews has described the uncomfortable feeling of establishing a 
relationship with an individual or a group for the purpose of a project, to then never 
see them again (Portelli 2013:45). Knowing whether or not a relationship between a 
museum or researcher and a source community should or can continue is complex. In 
Chapter Four I discuss these processes of conducting a visual repatriation project. 
 
Within visual repatriation projects the agency of one particular person can influence 
the way that people discuss the collections being shown. Alfred Gell, when 
approaching a critical study of the anthropology of art used the concept of agency to 
consider how art plays a role in the networks of social relations, which are shaped 
through the agency of people. Agency, argued Gell could also ‘be ascribed to things’ 
(Gell 1998:23) whereby objects could in turn become agents, affecting social 
relations themselves. When historicizing the Litchfield and Christison collections the 
agency of the objects within the collections becomes exposed and allows for an 
understanding of the way the collection was formulated to become apparent. Whilst it 
is the agency of people that brought the collections together and into the possession 
of Litchfield and Bennett, it is also important to understand how the objects 
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themselves affected social relations between the collector and the museum, and 
within the museum itself.  
 
In addition by extending ideas of agency of personhood (Gell 1998) to agency of 
place, or politics, we can consider how spatial context can also play a part in the way 
people respond to museum collections within consultation projects. It is particularly 
important for museums to consider how the outcomes of community consultation 
projects affect the collection that is being researched, especially with regard to 
museum exhibitions (Knowles 2008). Finally it is also important to consider how the 
agency of the people being consulted may be enacted within that museum exhibition 
(McCarthy 2007). In Chapters Four and Five, the agency of place and personhood are 
drawn upon in order to analyse the interviews I conducted with Tiwi and Yirandali 
people in order to evaluate the process of conducting visual repatriation projects. 
 
Despite this large body of literature (Poignant 1996, Bell 2003, Bonshek 2010, Basu 
2011, Allen and Hamby 2011, Adams 2013) few studies evaluate the actual process 
of conducting these projects, with those that do focusing on the use of photographs 
and not objects (Dudding 2005). As such this thesis will contribute to the literature on 
such projects by asking and seeking to answer how visual repatriation projects can 
contribute to the way collections are exhibited, and how the location of a visual 
repatriation project that involves collecting oral histories can affect people's 
responses.  
 
1.3.Approaches to the study of the social lives of objects 
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During the second half of the nineteenth century anthropological thinking became 
intertwined with evolutionary theories. Physical anthropology, which had begun at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, was primarily concerned with racial 
classification, which was a product in part of European imperialism and the 
expansion of the Empire. Classifying people based on their culture, ethnicity, 
geographic locality, anatomy and other such attributes was a way of making sense of 
the world. Charles Darwin’s theories of natural selection were applied to social life, 
and the concept of Social Darwinism emerged (Claeys 2000). Social Darwinism drew 
on aspects of Darwin’s research such as natural selection, which was used to justify 
policies where those who could survive and adapt were privileged. In particular 
Social Darwinism can be recognised in imperialism, especially in many of the 
policies of the colonial government in Australia, where it followed a European belief 
that following contact with settlers, local peoples would soon die out. Museum and 
private collections began to reflect these theories. Museum collections, particularly 
from the colonies around the latter half of the nineteenth century and the beginning of 
the twentieth century, became amongst other things a kind of salvage ethnography ( a 
contemporary term used to refer back to a prior collecting practice, see Gruber 1970) 
where Europeans sought to represent the people they believed were dying out as a 
result of imperialism, to the people back home. 
 
Many items within the two collections discussed in this thesis were produced 
specifically for exchange or sale to local settlers, anthropologists, government 
workers and pastoralists such as many of the objects collected from the Mindil beach 
area in Darwin in the early half of the twentieth century. Other objects had previously 
been in use by the Indigenous people who exchanged, gave or lost them, and it was 
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many of these types of objects that were accepted or requested by museums as 
authentic signifiers of culture. 
 
By collecting material culture and presenting it as a ‘cultural and historical record of 
the world’s cultures and civilizations' (The British Museum Policy on Acquisitions 
1.1) the museum can be viewed as a collective identity working as one to create 
cultural statements through its displays and collections. By considering the museum 
as having a set of aims, objectives and policies one can discuss the British Museum 
as a bricoleur. Levi-Strauss considers the bricoleur to be an individual who uses and 
adapts what is already there in order to suit the purpose of his project (Levi-Strauss 
1962:17). Like the bricoleur, the museum adapts objects to suit their collections, 
creating something that reflects their own perception, and the objects become 
absorbed into a personal narrative. The museum is made up of many individuals all 
working within a framework set up by its aims, objectives and policies. These 
individuals work together to present one overall identity known to the public as the 
museum. The museum just like the bricoleur acquires material culture 'on the 
principle that they may always come in handy' (Levi-Strauss 1962:18). There is not 
always a project in mind when a museum acquires an object but it knows it can 
collect it in order to use it at a later date, for whatever narrative or story the museum 
wishes to tell. The museum can be viewed as a collector on a large scale, imposing its 
own values on collections and on single objects or photographs. 
 
 
During the 1980s and 1990s, discourse which drew in part on ideas of commodity 
and gift exchange (Mauss 1954), developed around the idea that objects led social 
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lives like people (Kopytoff 1986). By tracing back the many exchanges an object or 
collection had been through, and considering how value had been attributed to that 
object or collection by the numerous social situations it had participated in, it was 
possible to create an object biography (Kopytoff 1986). Within this biography it was 
then possible to analyse how individuals could become exposed as agents, allowing 
us to understand the ways in which objects are employed by different people in 
different situations (Gell 1998). In addition, as a result of the concern with what 
happens to objects once they enter the museum, the museum was then described as an 
arena in which the multiple values that are inscribed to an object or set of objects are 
forced to compete in a kind of tournament (Appadurai 1986). The museum has also 
been described as a contact zone where objects become part of an ongoing 
relationship between the culture that produced the objects, and those that view them 
(Clifford 1997).  
 
Davison argues that debates within museums have shifted from that of 1970s and 
1980s that dealt with repatriation to ‘how those objects are displayed and interpreted’ 
(Davison 2003:201). In response to the Pasifika Styles exhibition at the Museum of 
Archaeology and Anthropology at Cambridge University, Andrew Moutu described 
the interaction of the multiple voices present in an exhibition as a ‘polyphonic 
collage’ (Moutu 2007:24). The creation of relationships between the past and the 
present, and the mediation of these histories in one exhibition, is not as harmonious 
as Moutu’s phrase implies, as often one history is privileged over another. Finding a 
way to mediate these histories is complex, particularly for museums. Critiques of 
these indigenous focused spaces or exhibitions have been the way that they are often 
separated from other narratives within the museum space for example the colonial 
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narrative (Healy 2006, Russell 2001). The National Museum of Australia, in 
particular, suffered a backlash. After its opening the museum was accused of 
respecting Indigenous culture but mocking white culture, showing through its 
exhibitions only the disasters of European colonisation (Windshuttle 2001). Chapter 
Five considers how the re-envisioned Nation gallery has attempted to mediate both 
sides of Australian history. Discourse surrounding a desire for museum exhibitions to 
be able to mediate these multiple histories and values in order for all traces of an 
objects’ history to be shown (Jones 2007) has become a popular topic in museum 
anthropology in the last five years. Philip Jones critiques the museum curator, who by 
his definition uses and adopts what is in a collection in order to suit the purpose of 
the exhibition or project, rather than allowing the object to speak for itself. Recently 
Paul Basu (2011) described the museum as a site of diaspora - a collection of objects 
away from their site of origin - arguing that the modern museum needs to discuss not 
just the roots of an object, but also the routes that have brought it to where it is today, 
again advocating an objects’ history to be laid bare. What Jones and Basu posit they 
do not offer concrete solutions for, rather challenging museums to take up the mantel 
for themselves; and exhibitions are beginning to explore this. I will make use of 
object biography methodologies in order to tease out the entanglements of 
Indigenous, settler, collector and museum histories (Thomas 1991). By teasing out 
these various histories I hope to present the biographies to date of the Litchfield and 
Christison collections. These biographies will then allow me to consider the 
complexities involved in exhibiting these collections or specific objects within these 
collections. 
 
1.4. Discourse on white women and Indigenous rights 
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Described as humanitarians (Lydon 2012), white women such as Jessie Sinclair 
Litchfield and Mary Montgomerie Bennett campaigned for Indigenous rights 
between the late 1920s and 1970s, striving also to make the Indigenous cause known 
outside Australia. These women relied on existing feminist networks across the 
empire (Paisely 2000), and their writings took the form of newspaper articles, 
pamphlets, and conference papers. It was not until the 1990s that academics writing 
on the Indigenous rights movement began to concern themselves with the role of 
white women within this movement. Even now these writings are selective in the 
women that are chosen to be discussed, a result perhaps of the silencing that occurred 
by the generally patriarchal authorities in the late 1920s and the three decades that 
followed (Lydon 2012). 
 
A study of the main proponents of the movement; Bessie Rischbeith, Daisy Bates, 
Constance Ternent Cooke, Edith Jones and Mary Montgomerie Bennett, their 
relationships with each other, with Indigenous people, and their place in Australian 
history, reveals the complexity of these relations. In addition by considering the ways 
in which these women interacted within wider Australian society reveals the fraught 
nature with which these women fought, not just against racism but against sexism as 
well (Cole, Haskins and Paisely 2005). 
 
The women drew on anti-slavery discourse in their condemnation of the treatment of 
Indigenous people, particularly Indigenous women, resulting in one important 
outcome: the 1934 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Status and Conditions in 
Western Australia (Paisely 2000). Drawing parallels with the civil rights movement 
in the United States of America has been an important feature of the literature that 
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discusses these women and their campaign (Holland 1995), as well as drawing on the 
women’s writings as a feminist critique of colonialism (Jacobs 2005), and its failed 
policies (Haebich 2005). 
 
Understanding the feminist networks within with Litchfield and Bennett operated, 
and what other white women were writing about and doing, at the same time, in 
relation to Indigenous rights allows us to contextualize the writings of Litchfield and 
Bennett. In addition the early experiences of the Litchfield and Bennett with 
Indigenous people in remote communities should also not be ignored. Bennett had an 
unusual but not unique childhood. Other white women such as Mary Bundock 
(McBryde 1993) and Alice Duncan-Kemp (Griffiths 2011) also grew up on stations 
in remote areas of Queensland and New South Wales. Their exposure to Indigenous 
people working or living nearby to these stations created liberal views on Indigenous 
people generally. Litchfield’s early life moving around remote areas of New South 
Wales and her experiences as young bride living in mining settlements also led to a 
similar liberalism. All of these women were in remote areas of Australia because of a 
man, whether that be father or husband but their engagement with the Indigenous 
peoples they met, and the writings they made because of this, set them apart from 
other wives and daughters at that time. These writings and understanding their early 
lives provides us with answers as to why Litchfield and Bennett wrote what they did, 
the ways in which they chose to disseminate their views, and how these views relate 
to their collecting practices. This information in turn informs the biographies of each 
of the collections. 
 
1.5.Fieldwork location and methods 
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My approach is very much multi-sited. It is perhaps an obvious assertion that to work 
with Indigenous language groups in Australia does not now mean always working on 
the traditional country of that language group (Clifford 1997), as many of the 
historical ethnographies that I draw on did. The implementation of assimilation 
policies, and the establishment of missions, reserves and native settlements, in 
Australia meant that many Indigenous people were forcibly removed from their 
traditional country, with many families never returning to that area; this is 
particularly pertinent for the Yirandali language group. Understanding the ways in 
which Indigenous people have been moved across the land, and recognizing the 
connections that exist for people between country and museum collections, reveals a 
continual investment Indigenous people have in the land in many cases to maintain 
relationships with both people and place. 
 
The primary fieldwork locations of this study are the Tiwi Islands and Darwin, and 
central Queensland. I visited these locations on and off for a period of ten months 
between October 2010 and August 2011. My research draws on archival material 
from public and private collections in Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States of America; but the collections, which are my primary sources, originate from 
and are associated with, people from Melville Island and Mindil Beach for the 
Litchfield collection, and people from Lammermoor Station, Richmond and 
Cherbourg for the Bennett collection. 
 
The Tiwi are a widely researched language group, whose contact with other cultures 
predates the arrival of European settlers. The first written account of the geography 
of the Tiwi Islands does not describe the people (Van Delft 1705) but notes that there 
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may be potential for settlement. The earliest written ethnography (Basedow 1914) 
came almost a century after settlement was unsuccessfully attempted at Fort Dundas 
on Melville Island. The legacy of the violence left by the failed attempt to colonise 
the islands can account for the lengthy period of silence from anthropologists and 
government expeditions. Thanks in part to buffalo shooter Joe Cooper, cordial 
relations were established between settlers and the Tiwi, and anthropologists began to 
write on the unique material culture of the islands (Spencer 1914), highlighting 
distinctions between Tiwi material culture and that of mainland Aboriginal language 
groups (Berndt 1973 and Mountford 1958). It was not until the 1930s when C.W.M 
Hart conducted fieldwork on Bathurst and Melville Islands that the people of the 
islands became collectively known as Tiwi (Hart 1960). In the last 30 years many of 
the historical accounts of the Tiwi Islands have been written collaboratively, by local 
Tiwi Islanders and members of the Catholic Diocese residing on the islands, 
reflecting a historic collaborative relationship between the two parties (Babui 1981, 
and Ward 1990). The recent literature by external academics and historians discusses 
culture contact on the islands and how they have changed as a result (Morris 2001 
and Forrest 1995), whilst the narratives produced by those living on the islands 
reflects a more traditional ethnographic approach focusing on kinship, material 
culture and dance rituals. Although it appears that a conflict exists between these two 
bodies of literature, with one highlighting continuity and one highlighting change, 
they are instead an intrinsic reflection of Tiwi society today, which is both constant 
and yet constantly changing. 
 
In contrast historical narratives on the Yirandali span a period of just under a century. 
This can be attributed in part to the way the Yirandali were dispersed throughout 
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missions, reserves and native settlements in Woorabinda, Cherbourg, Palm Island and 
Hughenden. Unlike the Tiwi only a few Yirandali people still live ‘on country’.  
 
Expedition accounts provide us with cursory observations of the Yirandali as existing 
within a wider grouping of Northern Queensland language groups (Burke and Wills 
1860, Walker 1861, and Landsborough and Buchanan 1862). The earliest published 
account to discuss the Yirandali beyond a passing mention is J Beddoe’s survey of 
the Aboriginal people in Central Queensland (1878). Further mentions of the 
Yirandali with regard to their material culture and kinship are made in more general 
survey texts on Aboriginal people by Alfred Howitt (1888), Edward Palmer (1903), 
Edward Curr (1886) and E Vatter (1926). All of the written accounts of the Yirandali 
that appear in texts after 1887 were written by Robert Christison or based upon his 
notes. The only published account of the Yirandali that was produced during the late 
19th early 20th century and that does not rely on Christison’s notes, is Palmer’s (1903) 
memoir of working on cattle and sheep stations in the region. No new information 
appeared until 1927, when Christison’s daughter, Mary Montgomerie Bennett, 
published the first comprehensive account of the Yirandali, and a historical account 
of Christison’s relationship to them. After 1911 and the movement of many Yirandali 
people to missions and native settlements, mentions of Yirandali people disappear 
from Queensland histories and ethnographies until Caroline Tennant Kelly’s (1935) 
article on the multiple language groups living at Cherbourg Native Settlement. It was 
intended as a salvage ethnography and Tennant Kelly uses the alternate spelling of 
Irendely when describing the group, relating the Irendely to the other language 
groups present at Cherbourg in terms of dreamings, totemic animals, and kinship 
patterns. 
 	  46	  
 
There have been no other published accounts of the Yirandali written in the last 
eighty years. Missions and native settlements eradicated any knowledge of language; 
all that survives in textual form is a short dictionary that was recorded by Christison. 
Similarly, knowledge about the material culture and social structure of the Yirandali 
is scant, with only a few elderly Yirandali people able to recall how objects were 
made. For these reasons within this research project I hope to make a contribution to 
the written representation of the Yirandali, attempting to bridge the gap between the 
last written account in 1935 and now. 
 
Because of this small body of literature it is important to draw also on general 
histories of colonisation in Queensland  to help contextualize what Bennett was doing 
and why; and most importantly how the Yirandali and their neigbouring language 
groups were treated by other settlers. Government reports by Walter Roth (1898-
1904) provide an insightful account of colonial and Aboriginal relations. Whilst 
Palmer (1903), writing from the viewpoint of a pastoralist, gives detailed accounts of 
white settlers and the development of the pastoral industry in Queensland. Raymond 
Evans’ (1975) discussion of race relations in Queensland from settlement onwards 
provided the first comprehensive discussion of these issues. These have been 
explored further, specifically in relation to Robert Christison and Lammermoor 
Station, by Mark Cryle (2009). 
 
 
Combining archival and collections research with fieldwork in contemporary 
communities provides a balance between the historical textual accounts that have 
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preceded this thesis and the oral histories that are passed down within communities. 
Although writing was introduced to Indigenous people from the early 19th century by 
missions, settlers, and later government settlements a history of oral narratives has 
prevailed, with many of these narratives presented through dance, art or oral 
storytelling.  In order to gain the opinions of contemporary Tiwi and Yirandali people 
on the Litchfield and Christison collections, to consider how they classify and think 
about and around the objects, and how they think they should be exhibited, I 
conducted a series of interviews over a ten month period. I held both individual and 
group interviews, and the format of these interviews very much depended on the 
preference of the person I wanted to speak with, in terms of location, subject and how 
many people were a part of the interview process. 
 
In designing the fieldwork methodology I drew on the methodology used by the 
Angledool Stories Project which began in 1996, and is an ongoing joint project run in 
association with the University of Technology in Sydney, and Karen Flick, a 
Yuwalaraay community history researcher from Northern New South Wales and 
South Western Queensland. The methodology of Angledool Stories, which after two 
years was initially evaluated in The Oral History Reader (Flick and Goodall 1998, 
Perks 1998), was primarily about exploring new technologies in relation to 
collaborative Indigenous community memory projects. ‘Memories of Angeldool 
unite Aboriginal communities in the area’ (Flick and Goodall 1998:422), and recall 
the historic effects of colonialism. This thesis chose to follow a similar methodology 
because the Angeldool Stories project brought together previous audio and visual 
recordings, written documentation and photos in order to return this material to the 
people whose histories were being investigated, with the aim of adding ‘to existing 
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information about family and community history’ (Flick and Goodall 1998:423). 
Whilst this thesis also looked to add to the existing information about these 
collections, it was hoped that the process of working with contemporary Indigenous 
communities would be a two-way partnership, adding to the existing information 
held within these communities (like the Angledool Stories Project did) but also 
adding to the existing information held within the museum. In addition this thesis 
looked to explore new ways of using technology to bring together all archival 
information on a particular collection in one place as an archive both the source 
community, and as a tool for understanding the relational aspect of both the 
Christison and Litchfield collections. The Flickr site discussed in Chapter Five builds 
on the exploration of new technologies as explored by the Angledool Stories Project. 
The interview process was conceptualised in conjunction with staff members from 
the National Film and Sound Archive in Canberra, and the Oral History Society in 
London who provided training in interview techniques, as well as templates for 
consent forms that could be used when working with Indigenous communities. I 
decided that wherever possible I would audio record all interviews that took place, 
allowing for a greater engagement between myself as the researcher and the person I 
was speaking to.  
 
I took the following approach. I identified a small group of people to talk to for each 
language group. The selection was made in conjunction with staff at the National 
Museum of Australia and Australia National University, who already had existing 
relationships with the language groups I wanted to speak with. Once the people I 
wished to speak to had been identified they would be given a copy of the information 
sheet (appendices 1 and 2) produced as part of the thesis project, ideally 24 hours in 
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advance of the interview if possible. They would then be asked to sign a consent 
form (appendix 3). If the person I wished to speak to was illiterate, the sheet could be 
explained to him or her, and his or her permission would be gained through the use of 
an oral consent form (appendix 4). The information sheet detailed the research 
project and described why I would like to talk to members of each language group. If 
a person agreed to an interview it would, with their permission, be audio recorded. 
The person I was talking to would then be given the option of where and when the 
interview took place. The interview would last as long as the person I was talking to 
had things to say, and would ideally involve speaking with only one person at a time 
in order to maintain clarity. There was the possibility that the interview might involve 
emotional topics; so if the person I was talking became upset, he or she would be 
asked if he or she would like to take a break. During the interview the person I was 
talking to would be shown a booklet (appendices 7 and 8) containing images of 
objects from either the British Museum’s Litchfield or Christison collections and 
asked to comment on them. He or she would also be shown a folder containing 
copies of photographs from the British Museum’s Litchfield or Christison collections 
and asked to comment on these. He or she would be encouraged to take their time 
going through the booklet and the folder; he or she would be warned about any 
photographs that contained images of deceased people, and if requested these 
photographs would be removed from the folder. The interview would follow a rough 
topic guide and would be characterized by minimum control over the person’s 
responses in order to allow him or her to express himself or herself on his or her own 
terms. The interview was to begin with a list of questions about the person’s personal 
information, such as name, date of birth, language group and current place of 
residence. With the folders and booklets out, the person I was talking to would then 
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be asked an opening question such as; ‘tell us about….’ or ‘what can you tell us 
about….’. The dialogue was to be maintained with questions such as; ‘so what else 
about…?’, ‘Is there anything else you can tell us about…?’, or ‘And then what 
happened?’, and phrases that echoed and repeated back what the person I was talking 
to had just said. Other topics were to be introduced if a long silence appeared. Further 
correspondence would be maintained via email and letter in order to sustain 
relationships created as part of the project. 
 
Outlining the method of data collection I hoped to use when speaking with 
contemporary communities allows for a comparison to be made in Chapter Four 
between what I had aimed to do, and what actually happened. Considering the 
responses of the people I spoke to, what they said, and why they said it, and how my 
methodologies affected this, is important in understanding how museums conduct 
consultations with source communities. 
 
1.6.Thesis outline 
Chapters Two and Three reassess the life and work of Jessie Sinclair Litchfield and 
Mary Montgomerie Bennett in order to understand their place in the history of 
Indigenous and settler relations in Australia. In order to do this they provide 
biographical contexts for Litchfield and Bennett, and question what led the women to 
form the collections they did, as well as examining the content of these collections. In 
particular, the chapters look at how Litchfield and Bennett interacted with Indigenous 
people, and contextualise these relationships with other engagements between white 
women and Indigenous people in Australia in that historical moment. Each chapter 
also examines the writings produced by Litchfield and Bennett on Indigenous people, 
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and compares these writings with those of other white women thus exploring the 
networks that these two women participated in in Australia. Finally, the chapters’ 
contextualise the collections made by these two women, with the histories of 
relations between Tiwi and Yirandali people and settlers, and with historic 
ethnographies on these two language groups, considering how the work of Litchfield 
and Bennett fits into this body of work. 
 
Chapter Four then examines the process of conducting visual repatriation projects on 
the Litchfield and Christison collections with Tiwi and Yirandali communities. 
Drawing on interviews conducted with Tiwi and Yirandali people, and 
contextualising this with previous projects conducted with these communities, as well 
as with debates surrounding visual repatriation projects in general, this chapter 
considers issues relative to the processes within visual repatriation. In particular this 
chapter examines how Indigenous people responded to the Litchfield and Bennett 
collections and how these responses could be attributed to the spatial context within 
which the interview took place, drawing not just on my own interviews but also other 
interviews conducted with the same people on these collections at different times and 
in different places. Using theories of how space attributes value to a collection, I 
explore how different methods of storage for identical collections not only affect 
their perceived value, but in turn affect how people talk about and consider 
collections in terms of historical or cultural importance. This chapter also explores 
the engagement of Tiwi and Yirandali people with the photographic collections that 
they were shown as part of the interview process, examining their responses, and 
considering the processes within which these photographs are embedded, be that 
historical, political or emotional. These contemporary responses to the collections 
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then complement the historic narratives outlined in Chapters Two and Three, 
connecting present day communities to the collections, and enhancing the existing 
body of archival documentation on the two collections. 
 
Drawing on the research conducted in Chapters Two, Three and Four, Chapter Five 
considers the possibilities and limitations of collaborating with source communities 
on collections research in order to understand how the alternate narratives produced 
by this research, were generated and how they can be applied both within and outside 
of museums. In order to understand the applications of this research within a museum 
context, the chapter interrogates and compares the ways in which two museums have 
recently redisplayed objects and photographs from the Christison collection. Using 
these displays as a case study, it then explores how museums attempt to mediate the 
multiple histories and dialogues that are present in collections such as the Litchfield 
and Christison collections, considering how the outcomes of visual repatriation 
projects can feed into these displays. It then considers the benefits not just for the 
museum, but also for the communities who were consulted, in particular in relation to 
the land - as the relationship of these collections to the land is a very important one - 





Chapter 2- Jessie Litchfield and the Tiwi  
 
There is really little essential difference between the Aboriginal  
and the white. For the colonel’s lady an’ Judy O’Grady Are sisters  
under their skins! 
   - Litchfield 1930:111 
 
This quote by Jessie Sinclair Litchfield, adapted from Rudyard Kipling’s poem The 
Ladies, and taken from her novel Far North Memories (1930), captures Litchfield’s 
own sense of her relationship with Aboriginal people, and her opinions on them. It also 
demonstrates her engagement with the work of other literary figures, and in turn 
reflects her broad-minded approach to life, which can be seen in the relationships she 
created and the networks she was a part of in the Northern Territory in the first half of 
the twentieth century. Litchfield is a well-known figure in Northern Territory history, 
revered for her work as a journalist, would-be politician, author, shopkeeper, and 
‘grand old lady of the Northern Territory’ (Dickinson 1982). However outside of her 
own family Litchfield’s collections of Aboriginal objects and her photographs of 
Aboriginal people are not widely known. Historical documentation relating to these 
collections is scant. Litchfield’s relationship with Tiwi Islander Jumbo McDowell, 
whose Aboriginal name was Iaturriwi (National Archives Darwin CRS E944/0 Bagot 
Population census 1968-1971), who lived as a houseboy in her house for almost 30 
years and whom she treated as one of the family, reflects the political and cultural 
situation that Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory interacted within from the 
early to mid twentieth century. Her relationship with Jumbo is also one way of 
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understanding how Litchfield came to be collecting objects from the Tiwi Islands, a 
place she never visited. The movement and interaction between Tiwi, Larrakia, Woolna 
and Iwaidja people, and with European settlers, missionaries, government workers and 
anthropologists was characteristic of life during this period. The resulting museum 
collections, such as Litchfield’s, are evidence of not only these interactions but also the 
relationships between these different collectors and the collecting practices that they 
were engaging with. 
 
By reassessing the life and work of Litchfield we can understand its place in the history 
of Aboriginal and settler relations in Australia. Litchfield’s collections are entangled in 
the history of Aboriginal and settler relations. By providing the biographical contexts 
for Litchfield and other collectors, examining the content of Litchfield’s collections 
and analysing the writings of Litchfield, and comparing them with those of other 
women writers during this period in the Northern Territory this reassessment is 
possible. In addition considering the tangible traces left by Litchfield in the form of her 
collection of Tiwi objects and photographs, which she sold to the British Museum 
between 1925 and 1930, then offers a way of explaining the relations between 
Aboriginal people and settlers in the Northern Territory during this period. It is 
important to understand this history prior to considering the ways in which 
contemporary Tiwi Islanders engaged with the Litchfield collections, as it provides the 
context for why and how people spoke about the objects. It also allows us to consider 




2.1 The Tiwi, and the settlement of the Northern Territory 
The Tiwi Islands (map 2.1) lie north of Darwin, between the Arafura and Timor Seas. 
‘During the last ice age…the Tiwi Islands were part of the Satial Shelf in Greater 
Australia (Morris 2001:15). They then separated from mainland Australia around 
8,000-10,000 years ago, forming the landmass they are today (Rasmussen 2011). 
Today the Tiwi Islands are divided into two large islands, Melville and Bathurst, 
separated by the Apsley Strait and six smaller islands, Buchanan, Harris, Seagull, 
Karslake, Nodlaw and Clift. Melville Island is 5697 square kilometres and has four 
main settlements. The two larger ones are Pirlangimpi [Garden Point or Pularumpi 
Settlement] and Milikapiti [Snake Bay] and the two smaller ones are Paru and 
Pickataramoor. Bathurst Island is 2071 square kilometres and has one main settlement 
at Nguiu.  
 
The coast of northern Australia was first viewed by European explorers in the 17th 
century with the earliest account of European contact with the Tiwi written about in 
Maarten Van Delft’s journal from his 1705 voyage from Batavia to the Pacific 
(Venbrux 1995). However, it was not until the 19th century that settlement in the region 
was attempted. Initially, the Dutch East India Company explored Northern Australia 
but found little to interest them. In 1802 Matthew Flinders surveyed the east and west 
coasts of Northern Australia and then in 1821 Captain Philip Parker King of the 
Mermaid extended Flinders’ survey. In 1824 Fort Dundas was established by the 
British on Melville Island. Relations between the British and the Tiwi on Melville 
Island were tense. This was partly a result of the earlier contact with Van Delft in 1705 
and Parker King in 1818 who had branded the Tiwi ‘foul and treacherous’ (Reid 
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1990:16). The British settlers, who came to establish Fort Dundas, only had this 
reputation to go on and prepared themselves for hostility before contact had even been 
made. The Tiwi attacked the British settlers, an act that can be attributed to contact 
they had experienced with Portuguese slave hunters, who had forcibly removed people 
from the islands for labour (Poignant 1996). The British then retaliated. This sustained 
hostility continued for four years until Fort Dundas was abandoned in 1828 and moved 
to Fort Wellington in the Gulf of Carpentaria. Similar relations of this kind continued 
throughout the Northern Territory between settlers and the Aboriginal population. 
What ultimately developed is what Reid defines as ‘nervous but cordial relations’ 
(Reid 1990:27) between Aboriginal people and white settlers, mirroring relations 
between some settlers and Aboriginal people in Queensland during the same period 
(Bennett 1927, Reynolds 1982) as I explore in Chapter Three. 
 
As the South Australian colonial administration sought to establish permanent posts in 
the Northern Territory these relations changed. In 1863 this administration took over 
control of the Northern Territory. Colonists believed that it could successfully expand 
into the Northern Territory establishing profitable enterprises in mining and 
agriculture. From 1865 they also sought to create the first overland telegraph linking 
Australia with the rest of the world, all within the boundaries of South Australia. Prior 
to the official handover, the first South Australian settlers arrived into the Northern 
Territory in 1862. The group was able to establish cordial relations with the local 
Larrakia people through the establishment of an exchange network, a mutually 
beneficial relationship where the settlers provided the Larrakia with medical assistance 
and food, whilst in turn the Larrakia warned the settlers of potential attacks on them by 
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other Aboriginal groups. When the settlers ventured further into the Northern Territory 
on exploration expeditions local Aboriginal people would often approach the settlers in 
canoes ‘with turtles and shells, exchanging them for damaged flour’ (Reid 1990:38). 
This early establishment of trade relations between Northern Territory Aboriginal 
people and white settlers marked the beginnings of sustained collecting practices in the 
Northern Territory, which then resulted in museum collections. 
 
Macassan people from Indonesia had been trading with Aboriginal people in the 
Northern Territory long before Europeans made sustained contact with them. Trade 
links were established with Tiwi Islanders from at least the 18th century onwards in 
order to gain ready supplies of beche de mer or sea cucumber1. During the 1890s Tiwi 
Islanders would have also had contact with a mixture of ‘Thursday Islanders, Malays, 
and Japanese’ (Powell 2009:81), involved in pearling and trepanging around the Tiwi 
Islands and off the north coast of Australia. In 1906 the now state government of South 
Australian ended many years of Macassan contact with the Aboriginal people in the 
Northern Territory. It revoked all licenses for trepanging in that area by Macassan 
fisherman, marking the beginning of a sustained drive to rid the Northern Territory of 
all non European and non Indigenous peoples. It also ended many years of Macassan 
contact with the Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory.  
 
Joe Cooper was the first white man to settle on Melville Island for a sustained period of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  This practice was known as trepanging. 
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time, living there from approximately 1894 until 1918. Cooper’s residence on the 
island was broken into two periods, approximately 1894-1898 and 1905-1918. During 
his second period living on Melville Island Cooper had brought a small group of 
Iwaidja people from the Coburg Peninsula, 350 kilometres east of Darwin, with him. 
Written accounts of Cooper’s relationship with the Tiwi are mixed. Generally it is 
thought that the presence of the Iwaidja was the primary factor for any aggression on 
the part of the Tiwi and Carment (2008) has discussed how in 1916 the Northern 
Territory Government removed all Iwaidja on the island in an effort to suppress this 
violence. Today, Tiwi people speak of Cooper with no hostility, referring to him as 
Jokupa, an amalgamation of his first and second name. This creation of an Aboriginal 
sounding name for a white man was not limited to Cooper. Bill Harney, an associate of 
Cooper and Litchfield, who based himself around Katherine, also went from being 
called Bill Harney to ‘Billarni’ (Simpson 1951:133). Cooper was made an Honorary 
Sub-Protector of Aborigines on the Tiwi Islands in 1911 (a role from which he 
resigned in 1914), and ‘mainland Aborigines addicted to opium and alcohol were 
placed in his care’ (Carment 2008:110) to good effect. In addition to bringing the 
Iwaidja to the Tiwi Islands, it was Cooper who facilitated visits by Europeans to 
Melville Island. Eric Venbrux has described the islands during this period as being akin 
to 'an open-air museum' (Venbrux 2007:117), a place where material culture could be 
viewed and exchanged with Cooper facilitating the visits of amateur collectors, and 
anthropologists who perceived it as 'one of the few remaining locations where the 
aboriginal in his natural state could still be observed' (Venbrux 2007:119). Venbrux is 
describing the islands as a place where material culture was on show, and thus 
perceived as readily available for exchange and collection. Venbrux further notes that 
'Cooper was quick to pick up on this interest [in the Tiwi Islands]. His guests witnessed 
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the performance of dances and ceremonies by the islanders...took photographs, and 
obtained ethnographic artefacts' (Venbrux 2007:121). The visit of anthropologist 
Hermann Klaatsch is of particular interest. During a 1906 visit to Paru he identified 
traces of the earlier British occupation at Fort Dundas in the content of a Tiwi 
corroboree, writing:  
...in the corroborees I witnessed they not only imitated alligators, turtle, shark, 
as was done elsewhere but they had adopted the antics of the old Fort Dundas 
sailors in rolling and pulling on ropes and the actions of the man in command of 
the sailors so engaged 
- (Poignant 1996:28).  
Whilst visually demonstrating a change in the subject of their dancing, this 
incorporation of white settler activities also conforms to an existing Tiwi dance 
structure, Yoi dancing, a kind of fast dance in which whilst representing people’s 
dreamings it is also inspired by events that have occurred in Tiwi history or everyday 
life (Grau 2004, Venbrux 1995). Thus we can see how this event in Tiwi history has 
inspired another dance. 
 
After the establishment of the Catholic Mission on Bathurst Island in 1911, mission 
staff began to facilitate visits to the island. Father Gsell, a French missionary, became 
the Parish priest in Darwin in 1906, and in 1911 he became interested in the Tiwi 
Islands. He was given 10000 acres at Nguiu, on Bathurst Island, to establish a mission 
and in 1912 was joined by two nuns, who brought seven half-caste children from the 
mainland with them to form the initial basis for a school (Thomson 1988:41). Gsell 
made considerable changes to life on the Tiwi Islands, not just due to the introduction 
of Western religion and education, but also in relation to Tiwi marital structure. 
Historically under Tiwi law ‘all females must get married, no matter their age, physical 
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condition and attitude to marriage’ (Morris 2001:20). This led to a polygamous society, 
a practice that was largely eradicated by the presence of the Catholic Church on the 
islands. Not long after the arrival of Father Gsell, a Tiwi girl attempted to escape her 
arranged marriage. As she sought help from the church, the men in her family came 
after her, and Gsell, unsure of what to do, asked the men to sleep at the mission that 
night, so they could deal with the situation in the morning. Gsell presented the men 
with a dowry of everything he could find, including food and tobacco, effectively 
buying the girl within Tiwi law. Over the years Father Gsell purchased 150 more girls 
in the same way, allowing them to marry freely, and earning himself the nickname ‘the 
bishop with 150 wives’ (Pye 1986).  
 
Father John McGrath took over from Gsell in 1938 and in 1939 the commonwealth 
government ruled that religious institutions of all denominations would be required to 
look after all half-caste children born into their parish. Thus in 1940 Our Lady of 
Victories Mission was opened at Pirlangimpi. The mission took charge of half-caste 
Tiwi children and later some half-caste mainland children. The mission at Pirlangimpi 
was handed over to the government in 1958 and became an official settlement in 1959. 
The mission school at Pirlangimpi closed after its lease expired in 1968 and in 1977 a 
modern school was built in its place. Today the Catholic Church operates out of St 
Therese’s Church at Nguiu with a parish priest on secondment to Pirlangimpi for duties 
on Melville Island. 
 
Historically the Tiwi had a single language throughout the islands and they referred to 
	  	  
61	  
themselves as Tiwi; there was no distinction made as to which island you came from. 
However the Tiwi were not referred to as such in anthropological texts and in other 
historical narratives until the 1930s when C.W.M Hart returned from conducting 
research on Melville and Bathurst Islands, ‘Hart admitted that the word was a seldom-
used plural of their word for men and women-it seems to mean no more than us-but 
that’s all they had’ (Simpson 1951:131). The usage of the name Tiwi as descriptor for 
the people on the Tiwi Islands is still in use today, although when discussing the 
material culture produced on the islands people do now make a distinction between the 
two main islands as the art centres on Melville and Bathurst Islands have developed 
different styles. The majority of Tiwi are also bilingual, speaking Tiwi and English. 
Whilst teaching English to the children in the mission, the mission staff also made an 
effort to learn Tiwi.  
 
The presence of the Catholic Church in the islands has also informed the Tiwi practice 
of religion. The Tiwi, like some other Aboriginal groups have embraced Catholicism 
while maintaining strong elements of their own religion, encompassing both Catholic 
and Tiwi mythology, as is demonstrated through the story of Murtankala the creator. 
This newer version of the Tiwi creation myth is ingrained with Catholic stories of 
creation and so must be considered as an adaptation of the original Tiwi creation myth.  
 
The story is told of how Murtankala, an old lady who lived beneath the earth, carried 
her children, two girls and a boy on her back. One day she broke through the earth’s 
surface but there was no food or water and nowhere to look for this. Putting her 
children in a bark basket tied around her neck she crawled across the earth in search of 
food and water. As she crawled she created a trench into which rushed seawater. Thus 
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the two main islands and the water between them were created. Next she wanted light 
for her children so she called up another woman from beneath the earth. Giving her a 
piece of bark Murtankala told the woman to travel into the sky to light it, then travel to 
the west, go back into the underworld and emerge again in the east. This created day 
and night. Murtankala and her daughters Paranala and Piyankala and son Purrukuparli 
lived on the land. After a while Paranala and Piyankala wanted children and so asked 
their brother how they could get them. Purrukuparli went searching and found 
Pitipituwu a spirit who agreed to give the daughters children (Gardiner 1996) and so 
life was created. This story of Murtankala appears to encompass the ideas found in 
Genesis in the bible, which reads  
in the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was 
without form, and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the 
spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. And God said, Let there be 
light; and there was light. And God saw the light that it was good; and God 
divided the light from the darkness. And God called the light day and the 
darkness he called Night. And the evening and the morning were the first day. 
And God said, Let there be a firmament in the midst of the waters, and let it 
divide the waters from the waters. And God made the firmament, and divided 
the waters, which were under the firmament from the waters, which were above 
the firmament; and it was so. And God called the firmament Heaven. And the 
evening and the morning were the second day. And God said, Let the waters 
under the heaven be gathered together unto one place, and let the dry land 
appear; and it was so. And God called the dry land Earth; and the gathering 
together of the waters called the Seas: and God saw that it was good’  
- (Genesis 1:1-10). 
 
 
As we can see in figure 2.1 the iconography in Nguiu church on Bathurst Island also 
encompasses the birth of Jesus Christ and one of the main figures in Tiwi mythology, 
Purrukuparli. The altar depicts Purrukuparli holding up the baby Jesus, referencing 
both the birth of Jesus and Purrukuparli’s role in creating his sisters’ children. 
Purrukuparli also features in the Tiwi story concerning death. The common story that 
was told to me is that Purrukuparli, the first man and his wife Pima have a son Jirnani. 
	  	  
63	  
Purrukuparli goes looking for food, leaving Pima to look after Jirnani. Whilst her 
husband is away Purrukuparli’s brother lures Pima away. She leaves Jirnani in the 
shade of a tree but the sun moves and Jirnani, no longer in the shade, burns to death. 
Purrukuparli returns to find his son dead and becomes enraged. Purrukuparli’s brother 
promises to bring Jirnani back to life within three days but Purrukuparli is too angry. 
He picks up the body of Jirnani and walks into the sea, calling out that from now on 
death will come to the whole of creation, and so once dead no one will be able to come 
back to life. In an attempt to escape Purrukuparli’s wrath, his brother changes into the 
moon but does not escape as he dies for three days every month. Pima was turned into 
the Wayai [curlew] and can still be heard at night wailing for her son (JL002, Gardiner 
1996, Venbrux 1995). This story can be compared with the story of Adam and Eve, as 
we compare Eve with Pima through this extract; ‘And when the woman saw that the 
tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to 
make one wise, she took of the fruit thereof’ (Genesis 3:6). Like Pima, Eve is drawn to 
temptation which ultimately has negative consequences; the death of Jirnani and man’s 
mortality, and the ultimate casting out of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden and 
their placement as mortals on earth. 
 
The Pukumani funerary ceremony, which is a product of the story of Purrukuparli, 
today evidences hybridity (Venbrux 1995). In his detailed ethnography of a 
contemporary funerary ceremony Venbrux (1995) describes how during the Pukumani 
or death ceremony the mother, father, husband, wife or children of the deceased are 
pukumani [taboo]. They are not allowed to eat or drink anything themselves, but other 
people may give them water and food. The house, land, name and belongings of the 
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deceased become pukumani, and so they cannot be touched or spoken of until the 
mourning period is over. This period can vary from a few months to twelve months and 
differs depending on the different possessions; the house and land, tangible things, stop 
being pukumani sooner than that person’s name, for primarily practical reasons. Once 
the house of the deceased has been smoked it is no longer pukumani and when the land 
has been reopened with a ceremony it is also no longer pukumani. In the initial stage of 
mourning those who are pukumani will paint themselves with ochre to signify their 
mourning. There will also be singing, dancing, and women who are the wives or 
children of the deceased will wail and hit themselves. Before the Pukumani ceremony 
is held, a message stick or now a simple message is sent out inviting people to attend. 
Those who are pukumani will then paint their faces with intricate designs. The male 
members of the family, who are pukumani, will invite attendees to participate in a 
totemic dance and this will be started by one of the men who is pukumani. They will 
stretch out their arms dancing and singing and thus inviting people to join in. The 
women, who are pukumani, will dance in the background, performing the widow’s 
dance. The dancing lasts for a long time and as a result of the influence of the Catholic 
Church, the dancing is now broken up by a Tiwi mass directly prior to burial, involving 
Catholic hymns sung in Tiwi (Gardiner 1996, Ward 1990, Venbrux 1995). It is the 
final funerary ceremony that incorporates pukumani or burial poles. The poles are 
specially carved for the funeral and are located around grave mound. Importantly 
Venbrux notes that not everyone observes the strict guidelines of this funerary ritual, 
which whilst incorporating Catholic services, is now seen by some as 'really 




The belief in a creator who enacts change on the land to bring forth life demonstrates 
parallels between Tiwi and Catholic creation stories. However, what separates these 
stories is an emphasis on the importance of the land, which is integral not just to Tiwi 
mythology but to that of all Indigenous language groups, as well other Pacific peoples 
(West 2009, Rumsey 2001). Creation stories highlight the importance of land to 
Oceanic peoples, whether more importance is placed on the physical site, or the story 
itself (Rumsey 2001). In turn land formations map social relations and networks of 
power within these societies. People are associated with different places and different 
stories about these places, and these associations can control the way that you interact 
with other people both directly within your own language group or more broadly 
within your culture. In addition the amount of knowledge you hold about a place or a 
story reflects power relations within societies that affect your social status. Land gives 
individuals a sense of identity and also belonging within their own language group. 
Paradoxically land also became important to settlers, giving them a sense of identity 
and belonging as their livelihoods were often intricately tied to it and the natural 
resources it held. 
 
By the time Litchfield would have first encountered Tiwi people, the history of their 
engagement with pastoralists and missionaries was already underway and shaping 
culture and society. As I will discuss, Litchfield’s relationships with Tiwi people and 
the Tiwi Islands was integral to her collecting practice. The way she treated the Tiwi 
people she would meet in Darwin was influenced by her earlier encounters with 
mainland Aboriginal groups. In 1910 Litchfield and her husband Valentine moved to 
the mining settlement at Anson Bay, an area that is today solely Aboriginal Reserve. 
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Where pastoralism boosted the economy of Queensland and helped it grow into the 
state it was, it appeared that mining would drive the Northern Territory’s economic 
success. Litchfield’s livelihood and life was intricately bound up in the mining 
industry. She was married to a diamond driller, and her home was dependent on where 
the mines went. When the South Australian government took over the administration of 
the Northern Territory in 1863 they initially ‘tried to create in the Northern Territory an 
agricultural economy based on tropical crops such as sugar, cotton and rice, (Reid 
1990:171). Unfortunately all of these attempts failed. Thankfully ‘the early discovery 
of gold had suggested to some enthusiasts that the northern province may hold great 
mineral wealth’ (Reid 1990:171) and resources were put into gold mining with gold 
mines established at Pine Creek, Brocks Creek and Union Reefs. However ‘gold 
production declined after 1894 as the Chinese, the more successful miners since the 
original rush of 1872-78, were forced out by restrictive legislation’ (Reid 1990:171). 
The government then put money into mining other minerals such as copper with a mine 
at Daly River, and coal and tin mines at Anson Bay. But once again these ‘failed to 
provide bonanzas’ (Reid 1990:171). Unfortunately because mining was so precarious 
this created an uncertain economy and in 1901 because of a lack of progress in the 
Northern Territory and debts caused by mining and agricultural enterprises South 
Australia looked to sell it to the commonwealth that had just been formed.  
 
By 1910 there was a general depression in mining…the European storekeepers 
had closed their branch stores at Pine Creek and Brocks Creek…The end of 
1910 also dashed earlier hopes that gold dredging would become a Territory 
industry 
- (Fletcher 2006:43). 
Thus when ‘the Federal Government took control in 1911 the Territory’s public debt 
amounted to nearly four million pounds and pastoralism seemed to be the only 
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permanent industry that the area would support’ (Powell 2009:58). 
There were probably never more than three of four hundred men outside the 
few settlements at any time during the period of South Australia rule. They 
lived amongst Aboriginal tribes whose numbers, at the beginning of the period, 
could not have been less than thirty thousand  
- (Powell 2009:92).  
 
Litchfield was one of only two white women in the mining settlement at Anson Bay, 
which shared the area with around 680 Aboriginal men and women (Dickinson 
1982:20). The general view amongst white people living in the Northern Territory 
toward the Aboriginal population at the time was one of caution, with most carrying 
pistols. However written accounts claim that ‘never in seventy years...[had] the 
peaceful [Aboriginal people] committed a serious crime against the white people’ (Hill 
1951: 99). Litchfield echoed this opinion in an article in the Northern Standard stating  
and here let me say that the best protectors that a man can have, when he 
ventures into the wilds, are a wife and young children. A dog and a gun are also 
useful, but if the Government encouraged the settling on the land of married 
men, especially those with families (the younger the better, at the beginning) 
nine-tenths of the trouble between white and black would vanish. There is no 
need to elaborate this matter, but one may only point to the fact that white 
women, with children, have lived parts of the North, absolutely safe among the 
myalls, and single white men in the same districts have been speared. Why? 
The answer is easy to those who have lived out-back 
-  (Northern Standard July 12th 1929).  
 
Initially, the Northern Territory, was like Queensland and like Queensland it was the 
site of frontier violence. The first settlement party left South Australia in 1864, led by 
Boyle Travers Finnis. Finnis was under instructions to ‘maintain friendly relations with 
the Aborigines of the Northern Territory’ (Reid 1990:1). This didn’t happen and 
relations between settlers and local Aboriginal groups quickly descended into a series 
	  	  
68	  
of revenge killings. The  
contribution of Aboriginal resistance to the difficulties of the Northern 
Territory…has been exaggerated. Certainly Aborigines attacked the early 
explorers such as Stuart and the overlanders with their herds coming up from 
the south in the 1870s but without effect on the southern ingress of Europeans 
and their animals. Resistance to others on the Queensland tracks from 1878 was 
much stronger  
- (Reid 1990:172). 
After joining the commonwealth in 1911 relations between Aboriginal people and 
settlers in the Northern Territory were defined by whether you lived in town or in the 
outback. Outback relations were more participatory as 
vastly outnumbered by the peoples whose lands they [stockmen and their 
wives] bestrode, terrifyling alone and unable to work their properties without 
black labour, they believed that they must dominate or go under 
- (Powell 2009:84). 
A short time before handing control of the Northern Territory over to the 
Commonwealth, the South Australian Administration passed the 1910 Northern 
Territory Aborigines Act meaning that all Aboriginal people, as in Queensland and 
Western Australia, would come under the protection of the administration. Those 
Aboriginal people who resided in Darwin and its suburbs could be more easily 
controlled by the Protector of Aborigines who was appointed alongside the 
establishment of the act. The act, which was adopted by the Commonwealth under the 
new name Northern Territory Aboriginals Ordinance, could exclude Aboriginal people 
from any area they chose. Aboriginal people were not allowed into Chinatown in 
Darwin in order to prevent their access to opium, and white and Asian people could be 
prohibited from entering Aboriginal camps (Powell 2009:117). In order to contain 
Aboriginal people in towns, compounds were suggested, and in 1913 the Kahlin 
Compound was established in a northern suburb of Darwin primarily for Aboriginal 














Map 2.2  
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times you could be out in public, particularly at night. In 1937 a new reserve was 
established in Bagot, a suburb of Darwin, to contain both children from the compound, 
and people who were living in the many informal camps that had sprung up around 
Darwin. 
	  
2.2 Jessie Litchfield in the Northern Territory  
Whilst Litchfield lived the majority of her life in the Northern Territory, and was seen 
to be the embodiment of a Northern Territory woman, she was not originally from 
there. Litchfield née Phillips (fig 2.2) was born in Ashfield, Sydney, on 18 February 
1883. As the daughter of an Inspector and Exterminator of Rabbits, she lived in several 
remote settlements in Victoria and New South Wales from an early age, stimulating 
what was to be a lifelong interest in the environment and in the Indigenous population 
of Australia.  In 1906 Phillips’ parents separated and Phillips was sent to stay with her 
uncle in China. On the way to China, on the ship between Sydney and Darwin, Phillips 
met Valentine Augustus Litchfield, a diamond driller, and after only three weeks of 
knowing each other they became engaged. Phillips continued onto China, returning to 
Darwin in 1907 where she and Valentine were married in January 1908. It was 
Valentine’s occupation as a diamond driller that took the couple across mining 
settlements in the Northern Territory, starting in West Arm and later moving to Anson 
Bay (map 2.2). Litchfield describes decorating their first home in West Arm with ‘a 
few pictures, carefully chosen from illustrated news’ (Dickinson 1982:18). One of the 
papers Litchfield cut pictures from was the London Illustrated News, to whom she sent 
an article in 1926 entitled ‘Making Young Man’. Litchfield describes the article as 
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being about ‘an ordeal undergone by Aboriginal boys before they become young men’ 
(British Museum Ethdoc 920). 
 
As well as writing news articles Litchfield wrote poems, sending them to newspapers  
and magazines in New South Wales and Victoria, giving them news of the faraway 
north. Litchfield was interested in the welfare of both the white settlers and the 
Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory. In one important letter in 1909 to the 
editor of The Messenger, the Victorian church paper, Litchfield requested that the 
church send a missionary to the Northern Territory to ‘solve the problems of half caste 
children, drink and drugs’ (Dickinson 1982:19, Dickinson pers comm 2011). Litchfield 
often wrote about the half caste problem and believed that  
the half-caste question is a big one, it can never be solved by men who sit round 
on office chairs, and who regard the half-caste population of the North as so 
many statistics, to be moved hither and yon at the whim of the prime mover. It 
can be solved only by the half-castes themselves, and by those of their white 
companions who are prepared to accept their colored brothers and sisters as of 
like natures to themselves  
- (Historical Records of the Northern Territory, Section 7 MLMSS 
1424).  
The newspaper passed the letter onto John Flynn who credited Litchfield with ‘starting 
his dream for the Mantle of Safety over the sparsely populated Northern Territory’ 
(Dickinson 1982:19). This dream eventually culminated in the Flying Doctors Service 
and the Australian Inland Mission. 
 
Through a study of the language used by people who were writing about Aboriginal 
people in the Northern Territory during this period we can tease out the accepted terms 
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for describing Aboriginal people at that time. These included ‘gin’, ‘native’ and 
‘blacks’. Whilst today these words signify negative racial attitudes, during the period 
when Litchfield and her contemporaries were writing, even those who treated 
Aboriginal people in a liberal manner would use these words and as such they cannot 
be used as signifiers of a racist attitude. What we can look at instead are the adjectives 
people used, or the topics they discussed. In Basedow’s (1914) accounts of visiting the 
Tiwi he refers to the Tiwi as clever, and describes having respect for their ability to use 
a spear. Other writers were concerned with how the Aboriginal people were fitting into 
European standards of cleanliness, politeness and how well they could work or barter.  
 
Anson Bay was the first time Litchfield had encountered so many Aboriginal men and 
women on a daily basis. Whether she intended to or not she began to create an 
ethnography of these people in her personal diaries, writing that ‘I had a wonderful 
time among the Blacks, and obtained a great deal of useful information about their 
corroborees and superstitions and beliefs’ (Dickinson 1982:25, Dickinson pers comm 
2011). Litchfield’s descriptions covered corroborees2, daily routines, physical 
appearance, food and hunting, as can be seen in this extract: 
The coastal blacks were a very fine type, tall upstanding men who walked like 
kings of the earth, who lived on the best food, and who had the sea, and the 
billabongs to bathe in…they carefully burn or bury all rubbish…I have met a 
number of Aborigines who will never have a meal without first washing their 
hands…they circumcise all their men…certain foods are tabu at certain seasons, 
and when a boy dies, leaving a widow with young children, the woman is 
“married” to his brother…blacks seemed able to pick their wives freely, 
provided only that they were not within certain prohibited degrees of friendship 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 At the time Litchfield was writing a corroboree was a term generally used to describe an Indigenous 
performance which usually involves dance, song and body adornment through the painting of skin, and 
the wearing of arm, leg, neck and head ornaments. It is often for or about an ancestor story (Elkin 1938). 
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-  (Litchfield 1930:118). 
We can see through her descriptions how Litchfield came to respect the Aboriginal 
women and men around her, at the same time despairing of those unprepared white 
women who occasionally came to the settlement but rarely stayed. ‘That old lubra 
would be a ghastly failure in a drawing-room, but she could exist in one. On the other 
hand her white sister transported to the bush would perish miserably’ (Litchfield 
1930:70).  
 
Litchfield also writes of her anger at having to leave Anson Bay, as  
when the white folk woke up to the fact that myself and my two babies 
remained at Anson Bay, with just a husband and one other white man to protect 
me from the hordes of old myall blacks that ranged the district, certain officious 
busybodies started raising a hullabaloo over the matter, vowing that the 
children and myself would be speared and eaten by these cannibals, that the 
Government had no right to allow a woman to remain there especially when she 
had young children, and that the Administrator would be held personally 
responsible for any damage sustained to us. In short such a ferment was caused 
that the Government was forced, by pressure of public opinion, to send down 
two single men to take our places as caretakers of the drill machinery  
- (Northern Standard July 12th 1929). 
 
Litchfield’s early writings reflect the issues she later campaigned on, in particular the 
way Aboriginal people were treated by the white settlers, stating  
not content with robbing the Aboriginal of his wide hunting-grounds the white 
man destroys the source of his food-supply by fencing off the waters beside 
which this nomad has camped from time immemorial. Then the white man 
shoots or gaols the native who spears the white man’s cattle  
- (Litchfield 1930:56).  
Litchfield used her love of writing to defend Aboriginal people further, writing a letter 
of defence, which was published in the New York Times and complaining to the editor 
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of the New York Times ‘after a journalist referred to Aboriginal people as probably the 
most primitive beings in the world today’ (Dickinson 1982:86, Dickinson pers comm 
2011). Litchfield corresponded with many government officials and anthropologists, 
including Herbert Basedow. In a letter to H. Brown Esq, a government official, 
Litchfield writes ‘everyone here considers the treatment metered out to half-castes and 
Aboriginals a farce, where it is not a tragedy [...] its is needlessly cruel to herd the 
young half-castes up in a small house’ (A1 1938/23077 21/12/33). She followed up this 
view in a letter to another government official, arguing in a letter to Hon. T. Paterson  
I consider that certain sections of country should be set aside as reserves for the 
Aboriginals, say, one at Arnhem Land, one on the Victoria River and one in the 
Port Keats country. These reserves MUST BE ABORIGINAL RESERVES; 
and no person be permitted on the reserves except Aboriginals, and the Chief 
Supervisor of all Aboriginals, who should be an efficient anthropologist 
-  (A1 1938/23077 12/8/35). 
Her determination on convincing people of her own opinion is demonstrated in the 
story of her becoming editor of the Northern Territory Times. When she enquired 
about the role she was told that ‘no woman had ever sat in an editorial chair in Darwin’ 
(Press Collect MLMSS 1424:2). Her response was that they ‘might just as well 
establish a new fashion’ (Press Collect MLMSS 1424:2). 
 
In total, Litchfield wrote four unpublished manuscripts, a collection of poetry, and 
three short stories. Her short stories are based on her own family life and her 
observations of Aboriginal people who lived nearby, for example in Nym The Story of 
a Little Black Boy Litchfield describes ceremonies, corroborees, and how to make 
Aboriginal objects (MS 1915 NLA). Finally, in 1930 Litchfield published a novel 
entitled Far North Memories. Whilst the people in the novel are fictional, the basis for 
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the story is Litchfield’s and Valentine’s early married life in Anson Bay and later life 
in Brocks Creek, Union Reefs, Pine Creek and Darwin. In the foreword to the book 
Litchfield makes it clear that it is a work of fiction but based on reality, stating ‘a few 
well known Northern Territory identities are introduced by name…Save for them, all 
other characters in the story are fictitious; and the writer has claimed the author’s 
privilege of transposing places, persons and particulars’ (Litchfield 1930: foreword). 
The foreword to the book notes that ‘all aboriginal ceremonies and observances are 
described from actual experience and observation’ (Litchfield 1930: foreword). The 
reviewer describes the book as ‘hardly an autobiography, but rather a collection of 
anecdotes and observations strung together in a simple colloquial style’ (The West 
Australian, 1930 October 25, 4). Litchfield is praised for her observations on the 
Aboriginal people of the Northern Territory and the reviewer notes that ‘the author’s 
point of view is a refreshing one hitherto scarcely expressed –she regards the natives, 
not with the cold detached gaze of an anthropologist, nor missionary…but as individual 
human beings’ (The West Australian, October 25, 4). The reviewer concludes by 
praising the use of photographs in the book, describing them as ‘extremely interesting’ 
and adding the ‘salt of truth’ (The West Australian, October 25, 4) to the book. The 
only criticism is a slight inconsistency noted by the reviewer in Litchfield’s 
descriptions of the Northern Territory wet season, and the problems associated with it. 
At the same time it describes the place as akin to paradise. The reviewer asks how 
these two things can be true, overlooking the point which Litchfield is trying to make, 
which is that while there may be problems with insects and flooding in the wet season, 
this is what living is about, and without the wet you wouldn’t get the abundance during 
the dry. It is certainly more interesting than the confined predictability of the southern 




Far North Memories opens with a poem written by Litchfield and dedicated to the 
diamond drillers. The third verse demonstrates her ties to the land up north; ‘Yet, mid 
the city’s clamour, There’s few will understand, The glory and the glamour, That holds 
us to the land’ (Litchfield 1930 preface). Litchfield's poem can be compared to Core of 
My Heart My Country written by Dorothea Mackellar in 1904. The second verse of 
Mackellar’s poem reads: 
I love a sunburnt country, 
A land of sweeping plains, 
Of ragged mountain ranges, 
Of droughts and flooding rains. 
I love her far horizons, 
I love her jewel-sea, 
Her beauty and her terror - 
The wide brown land for me! 
- (Mackellar 1904 verse 2). 
Mackellar describes the beauty that she sees in the landscape of Australia, recognising 
both the positive and negative aspects of the continent. The third and fourth lines of the 
last verse in the poem read: 'All you who have not loved her, You will not understand' 
(Mackellar 1904 verse 6), drawing parallels with the two lines from Litchfield’s second 
verse. Both Litchfield and Mackellar express a sense of belonging to the landscape. 
Their emotions parallel an Indigenous sense of belonging to the land. They can be seen 
to draw almost on Indigenous notions of cultural identity in order to equate their own 
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identities as Australian citizens, in a similar way to the Jindyworobak3 poets did 
between the 1930s and 1950s. Indigenous stories about their ancestors draw on features 
in the landscape to create ties to the land. Particular geographical features are 
associated with particular ancestors and in turn the stories of how these ancestors 
formed these geographical features belong to particular people. Thus a sense of 
belonging is created through an association with the landscape. The poetry of the 
Jindyworobak's and these poems by Litchfield and Mackellar are nationalistic, drawing 
on the land as a way to create a national identity, a kind of cultural history with a place 
which for them is very recent.  
 
The first chapter of Far North Memories gives an account of the main protagonist 
Nellie’s journey on a boat to the Northern Territory. Nellie describes passengers who 
are travelling to China and it is likely that this journey is a reflection of Litchfield’s 
own journey to the Northern Territory from Sydney in 1908. In the novel Nellie is 
going to live with Marian Grey and her husband at West Arm and the characters of 
Marian and Dick Grey reflect the real life characters of Litchfield and her husband. 
Contrary to her appearance as a strong, independent, no nonsense woman, through Far 
North Memories we get glimpses of Litchfield’s softness and her reliance on Valentine. 
The character of Dick in the novel is quite clearly based on Valentine Litchfield and 
through Litchfield’s descriptions of Dick we get a picture of what Valentine would 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 The Jindyworobak poets were part of the wider Jindyworobak group, which was a nationalistic 
movement and also included artists and writers. They held a fascination with Aboriginal culture and its 




have been like. ‘He seemed open-hearted and generous’ (Litchfield 1930:18). We can 
also see what their marriage was like through the following descriptions of Dick, who 
‘worked a shift on the diamond drills: and Marion regulated her daily life according to 
his’ (Litchfield 1930:22). ‘Give him a decent home, clean and tidy; let him smoke his 
pipe in comfort; give him a meal that he can digest easily; don’t nag! – and married life 
is all plain sailing’ (Litchfield 1930:23). We also get glimpses of Valentine’s attitudes 
toward Aboriginal people through Dick’s dialogue when he states ‘paper-bark niggers 
are no good, he said sharply; treacherous brutes, and noted for murder and thieving- 
you’d better kick him out before he makes trouble’ (Litchfield 1930:62). In addition we 
can also see a reflection of Litchfield’s owns views about the Northern Territory come 
out in the character of Dick, which in turn may also reflect how Valentine felt about the 
Northern Territory;  
Southerners say this place is not fit for white people; yet I’ve lived here for 
seven years and Marion for five, and we don’t know what illness is. If the 
climate were as dreadful as southern folks think we’d never keep so well. The 
folk who say this place is no good have never seen it; or they’re ignorant fools 
-  (Litchfield 1930:75). 
 
Through these excerpts from the novel we are given a glimpse into Litchfield’s 
personality and what her relationship with Valentine would have been like. Oral history 
records generally define Litchfield as a strong, proud woman who did not suffer fools 
gladly, but through the novel we get to see an alternate more private view of her 
personality, something we also glimpse through the writings of Mary Montgomerie 
Bennett in Christison of Lammermoor. That both women suffered hardships can only 
have contributed to their public personas. Understanding their whole personalities 
helps us to understand how and why they formed the relationships they did and in turn 





In Far North Memories Litchfield discusses a character named Bradshaw and it seems 
she is referring to the real person Fred Bradshaw, the brother of Joseph Bradshaw, an 
explorer and pastoralist. Joseph Bradshaw is credited with being the first European to 
encounter rock art in the Kimberley in 1891 whilst surveying for agricultural land. Fred 
and Joseph Bradshaw took up land in 1895 on the Victoria River in the Northern 
Territory, naming it Bradshaw’s run. In the novel Litchfield writes of Fred Bradshaw’s 
death;  
when Bradshaw said good-bye to the camp that evening, for he wanted to get 
away on the morning’s tide, he turned to old Fred and his mates and said, I 
wouldn’t be in the shows of you fellows for a pension; you’ll all get wiped off 
the earth one of these days- when the niggers here get hungry for your fat. They 
recalled Bradshaw’s words the next morning when they saw the launch drifting 
out with the tide; although it was some time later, when the police arrived to get 
the murderers, that they realized that the crew of that launch had consisted of 
dead men. The blacks, in revenge for Egeroff’s cruel treatment, had crept on 
board that night and murdered everyone on board 
- (Litchfield 1930:128).  
Litchfield’s fictional story is verified by a report in the Albany Advertiser which read  
News of a terrible massacre by the blacks has been received from the Northern 
Territory. The victims were:- Fred Bradshaw, Ivan Eggoreffe, Ernest Dannock, 
Jerry Skehan and three blacks-Mybilla, Wliabankat and Calueo. The report also 
states that two white men on the Government bore at Port Keats had previously 
been murdered by the blacks. Bradshaw was proceeding from his station to Port 
Darwin in the launch Bolwarra, and he put in at Port Keats, and there found that 
eight blacks were being held in irons for the murder of two members of the 
boring party. He agreed with the boring party to bring these blacks to Port 
Darwin as prisoners, and left the camp. After leaving the camp and putting to- 
sea, Bradshaw had the irons taken off the prisoners, and that night the awful 
tragedy occurred  
- (Albany Advertiser, 20 December 1905: 4.). 
 
One wonders why Litchfield chose to fictionalize her story and not simply write an 
historical account, such as we see later in Ernestine Hill’s The Territory (1951). Instead 
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Litchfield appears to be influenced by Katharine Susannah Prichard’s 1929 novel 
Coonardoo (1990), which describes several decades on Wytaliba, a cattle station in the 
North West of Australia. The book is a work of fiction based on real life and the 
narrative echoes that of Far North Memories, both featuring strong female protagonists 
who have ended up in the outback because of the men they marry. It is possible that 
Litchfield’s foreword is a tribute to the foreword of Coonardoo which also sets out to 
state that ‘the story was written in the country through which it moves. Facts, 
characters and incidents have been collected, related and interwoven. That is all. The 
Coonardoo I knew and used to ride aside for instance, is not the gin whose life-story 
has been told’ (Prichard 1990: xiii).  
 
Katharine Susannah Prichard was born in 1883 in Fiji, moving to Melbourne and 
Launceston as a child due to her father’s constant job losses. This early experience of 
poverty and what she saw as the negative aspects of the ‘social system which she 
blamed for this’ (http://adb.anu.edu.au/ accessed 24 September 2012) are central to the 
narrative of her first book The Wild Oats of Han. Much of Prichard’s subsequent books 
were based on experiences in her life such as her career as a journalist and a governess. 
In 1929 she published Coonardoo which was influenced by time spent living at Turee 
Station in Western Australia. The book introduces Indigenous language to the 
audience, used by Prichard as a device to authenticate the story she is telling. The 
foreword suggests she is concerned with truth and validity when she writes,  
before Coonardoo was printed in the Bulletin I asked Mr Ernest Mitchell to 
read the MS. Mr Mitchell is Chief Inspector of Aborigines for Western 
Australia…[he] said that he could not fault the drawing of aborigines and 
conditions, in Coonardoo, as he knew them  
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- (Prichard 1990:xiii). 
 
Like Litchfield and Prichard the character of Mrs Bessie Watt in Coonardoo is a 
strong-minded woman who is widowed early on and treats Aboriginal people with 
kindness and compassion. Prichard also uses the character of Mollie to demonstrate an 
opposing opinion to Prichard’s own. Mollie is the narrow minded outsider who doesn’t 
fully understand the way life in the outback works. Through Mollie’s marriage to Hugh 
we see Prichard commenting on a common social situation at the time, white men 
taking Aboriginal women as their wives or lovers. Mollie eventually leaves Hugh, 
jealous of his relationship with Coonardoo.  
 
In addition to Coonardoo, other literary influences can be seen in Far North Memories. 
‘There is really little essential difference between the aboriginal and the white. For the 
Colonel’s lady an’Judy O’Grady Are sisters under their skins!’ (Litchfield 1930:111). 
This line from Far North Memories is taken from the last verse of Rudyard Kipling’s 
The Ladies;  
 What did the Colonel's Lady think? 
 Nobody never knew. 
 Somebody asked the Sergeant's Wife, 
   An' she told 'em true! 
 When you get to a man in the case, 
   They're like as a row of pins -- 
 For the Colonel's Lady an' Judy O'Grady 
   Are sisters under their skins!  
- (Kipling 1896). 
 
Litchfield’s account of life in the Northern Territory and particularly that of Aboriginal 
people can be contextualised by considering the writing of other white women in the 
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Northern Territory at the time, who wrote about the territory and its Aboriginal 
population. Only a few women had published in the field before Litchfield; Harriet 
Daly’s Digging, Squatting and Pioneering, Life in the Northern Territory (1887) was 
the ‘first published account of a woman who had actually been in the Territory’ 
(Riddett 1993: 2). Then, in 1925, Phillippa Bridges provided an account of her 
‘overlanding across the continent’ (Riddett 1993: 2) in A Walk-About in Australia. 
Later that same year Lady Apsley (Apsley 1925) provided an account of her and Lady 
Leighton’s travels across the Northern Territory. The presence of each of these white 
women, including Litchfield, in the Northern Territory was dependent upon a man. 
Daly was in the Northern Territory because her father was a Government Resident. 
Bridges was sister to the Governor of South Australia, who was making a trip to the 
Territory. Ladies Apsley and Leighton were on tour with the manager of Vestey’s 
station. Litchfield came to the Northern Territory because of her husband. In the 1911 
census of the Northern Territory there were ‘1,610 [European] males and 318 
[European] females’ (Riddett 1993: 4), most of these women living in Darwin. During 
the first half of the twentieth century it was unusual for a woman to go to the Northern 
Territory without a man. However once there, many of these women remained. We see 
this history reflected in Coonardoo and Far North Memories as the two female 
protagonists in the novels are in the outback because of men. 
 
Other texts by women in the Northern Territory included those by Litchfield’s friend 
Ernestine Hill, whose narratives on travel in the Northern Territory in The Great 
Australian Loneliness (1937) and The Territory (1951) also discuss Larrakia 
ceremonies, trade relations between Northern Territory Aboriginal people and the 
Macassan, as well as Aboriginal kinship and mythology. Like Litchfield, Hill also took 
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photographs of the Northern Territory and its Aboriginal population and some of these 
photographs featured Cooper and the men who worked for him. Ernestine Hill was a 
journalist and author who was born and grew up in Queensland around the same time 
as Mary Montgomerie Bennett.  
About 1931 Hill began a decade of travel writing, primarily for Associated 
Newspapers…the colourful and enthusiastic style of her articles led to 
syndication and to acceptance by other publications such as Walkabout  
- (http://adb.anu.edu.au/).  
After journalism Hill moved into writing novels, publishing The Great Australian 
Loneliness in 1937. Prichard was also friends with Hill, and wrote of her, she  
seems to take . . . flies and red-backed spiders galore . . . in her stride. She's a 
strange otherwhereish creature with big beautiful eyes, a hoarse voice and 
curious incapacity to argue logically about anything  
-( http://adb.anu.edu.au/).  
This comment by Prichard reflects similarities in the personalities of Hill and 
Litchfield, both determined to get on and make do in the Northern Territory 
environment. What distinguished Hill and Litchfield was the kindness they showed 
toward the Aboriginal population in the Northern Territory, an unusual attitude for 
many white women faced with the remoteness of the Northern Territory. Elsie 
Masson’s An Untamed Territory (1915) is an account of her own fieldwork in the 
Northern Territory between 1913-14, and is also part-historical account, part-salvage 
ethnography. Masson gives a potted history of colonial exploration of the Northern 
Territory and how the southern states viewed the Northern Territory as wild, primitive, 
and dangerous. Masson makes reference in the preface to John Gilruth and Spencer, 
with whom she was acquainted (Masson 1915: preface), and just as Prichard and 
Litchfield reference real people in their narratives in order to authenticate their own 
books, Masson’s referencing of well known figures in anthropology and the Northern 
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Territory government provides a verification that her own narrative is based on real 
events. 
 
Masson’s book provides a historical snapshot of life in the Northern Territory aimed, it 
seems, at persuading Australians in the south of its benefits, stating that people moved 
to the Northern Territory because of ‘the prospect of better work, or the fascination of 
life in a more primitive community, has drawn him there. The wife, on the other hand, 
goes because he goes, and not because the life appeals especially to her nature’ 
(Masson 1915:25). Most Australian women in the early half of the 20th century 
perceived Darwin to be a dangerous place not fit for bringing up a family and Masson 
describes how women, when they first arrive, see the Northern Territory ‘as a burning 
land, full of fevers and insect pests, where food is bad and health lost after a few years’ 
stay. Darwin itself is represented as a shadeless sun-blistered township, baking all day 
on a bare rock’ (Masson 1915:26). But, she observes, after spending some time there, 
opinions could change as  
the months slip by….during that year she has experienced some discomforts 
and many small worries…but in the end she has not been daunted. She realises 
with a thrill of pride that she may now call herself a woman of the Northern 
Territory 
- (Masson 1915:41).  
An Untamed Territory can be read as mirroring Masson’s own experience of the 
Northern Territory as she discusses first why someone would go to the Northern 
Territory, what they expect, how expectations change, and in the end  how opinions 
can change. 
 
Masson subscribed to the popular view at the time that the Aboriginal people of the 
area were ‘eventually going to die out’ (Masson 1915: 150), citing the cause as ‘White 
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man’s drink, White man’s diseases’ (Masson 1915: 51). Like Litchfield and Hill, 
Masson expressed concern over the exploitation of the Aboriginal people by the white 
man. However, her opinions are somewhat contradictory as she champions the creation 
of reserves in order to civilise and protect these Aboriginal people. Yet she goes on to 
state ‘luckily for …the picturesque side of life in the Territory, the Aboriginal there is 
still very far from sophistication’ (Masson 1915: 153). Whilst Masson subscribes to the 
popular idea that Aboriginal people should be civilised and brought up to European 
standards, she also highlights the view of many Territorians, that the Northern 
Territory was more picturesque than the over settled South and that the Aboriginal 
people there were therefore more authentic, stating, 
from the picturesque point of view the Territory is endlessly fascinating. Those 
that go there undergo a strange experience-not only do they travel many 
hundreds of miles by sea, but also they journey sixty years into the past, into the 
old Australia of the early days before the gold rush, an Australia which has long 
passed away in the south but which still lingers in the wild, intractable Northern 
Territory 
- (Masson 1915:24). 
Despite Masson recognising the beauty of the Northern Territory she still refers to the 
rest of Australia as ‘the civilised world’ (Masson 1915:19), demonstrating that whilst 
her writing style was similar to that of Litchfield, Prichard and Hill, she remained 
unconvinced of the benefits of living in the Northern Territory. 
 
Litchfield also knew Jeannie Gunn, the writer of We of the Never Never. Gunn was 
married to Aeneas Gunn a cousin of Joseph Bradshaw. Alongside Joseph Bradshaw, 
Aeneas explored the coast of Australia and helped him to establish sheep and cattle 
stations in the Northern Territory. Shortly after their marriage the Gunns moved to 
Elsey Station on the Roper River to run it as a cattle station. Just as people had 
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expressed concern over Litchfield living in a mining settlement, Gunn was warned 
against living on Elsey Station where she would be the only white woman. However, 
like Litchfield, she was stubborn and her ‘pluck in tackling the journey, her sense of 
humour and her fine horsemanship won her the admiration and friendship of the 
stockmen’ (http://adb.anu.edu.au/). However only a year later Aeneas died of malaria 
and Gunn was forced to leave the station. Encouraged to tell her story of living in the 
outback, Gunn wrote Little Black Princess: a True Tale of life in the Never Never 
Land, and We of the Never Never, both about an Aboriginal girl named Bett-Bett4 who 
had lived on Elsey Station. Like the books written by Litchfield, Prichard and Hill, 
Gunn’s two novels were thinly veiled versions of the events she experienced living at 
Elsey Station. Unlike the real life characters of the novels of Litchfield, Prichard and 
Hill, Bett-Bett who Gunn wrote about suffered unwanted public attention, as just after 
Little Black Princess: a True Tale of life in the Never Never Land was published it was 
revealed that Bett-Bett was the star. Litchfield was a journalist at the time and Bett-
Bett’s daughter in law recalled in an interview that, 
You know, I’ve always had respect for [Litchfield] because she knew who his 
[her husband] mother was - all that year- and year she never used it [in 
newspaper articles]. You know what journalist – any news, hot stuff like that, 
and yet she never used that, even when they wrote about mum being a buffalo 
camp destitute  
- (TS371). 
Litchfield, as is demonstrated here, was respected as a figure in the local community, 
whilst at the same time showing respect to the local Aboriginal people whose land she 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  Bett-Bett was the fictional name of the character in Gunn’s novels; she changed the names of her 
fictional characters in an attempt to protect the identities of the real life people they were based on. 
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lived on. Letters also passed between Litchfield and Olive Pink and Daisy Bates who 
was introduced to Litchfield by Hill. Unlike Mary Montgomerie Bennett, Litchfield did 
not ingratiate herself into wider anthropological circles, seeming to prefer to form 
alliances with those who could prove useful to her and who supported her views. 
 
In 1913 the Litchfield family moved to Yam Creek, then to Brocks Creek, Union 
Reefs, Pine Creek, finally settling in Darwin when Valentine was employed at Vestey’s 
Meat Works which closed in 1925. Suddenly, in 1931, Valentine Litchfield died, 
leaving Litchfield with seven children aged eight to twenty one. By this point 
Litchfield had become the editor of the Northern Territory Times but when the 
newspaper was sold in 1932 Litchfield lost her job and became a press correspondent 
for Reuters. ‘One of the themes she stressed again and again in her articles was the 
need for the Northern Territory to have a say in its own affairs’ (Dickinson 1982:85). 
This interest in local affairs led to her unsuccessfully standing for election for the 
Territory seat in 1951. Remarkably, in 1955, at the age of 72 Litchfield was made the 
first female justice of the peace in the Northern Territory. She died the following year. 
 
2.3 Jessie and the Territorians 
Litchfield was well known throughout the Northern Territory and in Darwin from the 
1920s until the 1950s, as is made evident by the many mentions of her in the oral 
history section of the Northern Territory Archives. As well as her relationships with 
other white women in the Northern Territory, her views on Aboriginal people and her 
role as a journalist and sometime politician meant that Litchfield knew many of the 
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people in the territory who collected objects from Aboriginal people or ran stations that 
employed them.  
 
It is unlikely that Litchfield ever visited Cooper at Paru but Litchfield’s family describe 
Cooper as a family friend, noting that they shared many acquaintances (Dickinson pers 
comm 2011). Bill Harney, a Territorian and Aboriginal Welfare Officer, was one of 
these acquaintances. He was a regular visitor to Cooper at Paru. Harney, who was 
based mainly in Katherine, was well known for having an Aboriginal wife and living 
with Aboriginal people in Katherine. Harney was involved with Charles Mountford’s 
1949 expedition to Arnhem Land and Charles Chauvel’s 1955 film Jedda. He also 
wrote several books and newspaper articles about his experiences with the Aboriginal 
population of the Northern Territory. Edward Reichenbach, more commonly known as 
Ted Ryko, was also friends with Cooper. Ryko lived in the Northern Territory between 
1914 and 1917, running a photographic studio in Cavenagh Street. Roslyn Poignant, in 
her discussion of Ryko’s photographs of Tiwi people notes that, just as we are unsure 
that Litchfield visited the Tiwi Islands5, it is not certain that Ryko visited Melville 
Island either (Poignant 1996). When he returned to live on the mainland, Cooper 
brought with him not just his Iwaidja buffalo hunters, but also Tiwi buffalo hunters, 
and Ryko took photographs of these Tiwi men performing corroborees at Alligator 
Head on the mainland. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  There is no evidence in any of the Litchfield archival material to state that she visited the Tiwi Islands. 
In addition her family have no recollection of Litchfield ever mentioning visiting the Tiwi Islands. 
Letters and articles written by Litchfield and oral histories do suggest that she was meeting Tiwi people 




Paddy Cahill, like Litchfield, was also friends with Cooper. He also collected 
Aboriginal objects and took photographs of Aboriginal life in Arnhem Land. Cahill 
donated his objects to the National Museum of Victoria, now Melbourne Museum and 
played host to anthropologists such as Baldwin Spencer and writers such as Elsie 
Masson and Ernestine Hill, as well as maintaining a friendship with Litchfield. 
Litchfield may have then met Spencer through Cahill or Cooper. Cahill provided 
Spencer with many of his objects from the East Alligator River and it is possible that 
Litchfield was also getting her Arnhem Land objects from Cahill up until 1923. In the 
collections of the American Museum of Natural History there are photographs sent by 
Spencer in exchange for photographs of Native North Americans. Spencer’s 
photographs of the Tiwi Islands are very similar to Litchfield’s in terms of the subject 
matter and also the landscape, and they were taken in Melville Island in 1911. 
Litchfield may have also been collecting photographs taken by Spencer, although none 
are in the collections of the British Museum.  
 
One of the most visible differences between the collections of Cahill and Spencer, and 
Litchfield is the influence of European materials. Spencer did not collect many objects 
which showed European influence because in his view ‘it shows how readily the 
blackfellow succumbs to the temptation to use some white man’s material and at once 
spoils his own originally simple but beautiful native work’ (Hamby 2005:46). This 
choice of objects also reflected Spencer’s favouring of ‘traditional blacks than town 






Figure 2.4  
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had lost their traditions and, whilst acting as Chief Protector of Aborigines for the 
Northern Territory, treated Aboriginal people differently on this basis. Litchfield 
however chose to collect the brightly coloured bracelets and bags such as British 
Museum object Oc1926,1113.8 (figure 2.3). These objects demonstrated the use of 
glass beads and coloured wool introduced by Europeans and were usually added to the 
more traditional item to make it ‘pretty to sell’ (Hamby 2005:43).  
 
A short time after this, between 1923 and 1925, G.H. Wilkins undertook an Australian 
expedition to collect objects for the British Museum of Natural History, now the 
Natural History Museum. The expedition visited Borroloola, Darwin and the Tiwi 
Islands and Wilkins collected similar material culture and natural history specimens as 
Litchfield. Whilst there is no mention of Litchfield in Wilkins accounts of the 
expedition or any mention of Wilkins in Litchfield’s notes, she did send a copy of one 
of Wilkins’ photographs (fig 2.4) to the British Museum as part of her collection in the 
1920s. Wilkins (1928) notes that the photograph is of two boys dressed for corroboree 
and that it was taken in Arnhem Land.  
 
In addition to being visited, Tiwi Islanders were also visitors themselves. Darwin 
residents recall that ‘some Melville Island Aboriginal people camped on Mindil Beach 
when [Litchfield] lived at Myilly Point’ (Carment 2008:345). Mindil Beach was named 
by General Goyder when he surveyed the area in 1869, the name is taken from the 
Larrakia word ‘Mindeel, meaning sweet nut grass’ (Dewar 2008:5). Val McGuiness a 
local resident recalls the Indigenous use of Mindil Beach in the early 20th century, 
stating that  
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it was an established rule that no Aboriginal could be buried in the White or 
European cemetery. So they had to bury them on Mindil Beach, and right about 
where the casino is now…Later on…The Tiwis- that’s the Bathurst Island 
people…had several graves there with the totem poles and everything erected 
- (Dewar 2008:5). 
James Watts, another Darwin resident remembers, that Aboriginal people from the 
Kahlin compound at Myilly Point and also Tiwi Islanders held ‘corroborees about once 
every two or three weeks down on Mindil Beach. That was ceremonial. Of a Sunday 
afternoon, all the White people used to walk out from the town and go down there and 
watch them. But if there was a death, or anything like that, they’d put on a special 
corroboree’ (NTRS 226 TS605).  
 
At Mindil Beach the Tiwi would interact with Brinkin and Larrakia groups and they 
would often all perform dances together. In 1929 Litchfield wrote a newspaper article 
on Aboriginal corroborees at Mindil Beach stating that  
several groups of aboriginals held a corroboree on Mendil Beach. Those taking 
part belonged to the Brinkin, Larrakeyah, and Melville and Bathurst Island 
tribes, and were painted and decorated in the time honored fashion, with pipe-
clay, red-ochre, emu feathers, and other native adornments...the Melville 
Islanders, last to come on the stage, were the most graceful of the three groups 
of dancers, and their evolutions were the most thrilling to watch.  The dancing 
lasted from about four thirty till sunset...the Melville and Bathurst Islanders 
staged a portion of a funeral corroboree, showing the enemies sneaking on a 
sleeping man, attacking him, and then the dance of victory at his 
capture...Cameras clicked busily 
- (Litchfield Northern Standard 23 April 1929).  
Out of the many photos that exist from this period of Aboriginal corroborees at Mindil 
Beach, few survive in public archives. Several years earlier Litchfield had sent a series 
of postcards illustrating Tiwi corroborees, but did not clarify if they illustrated 
















Figure 2.8  
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In the mid to late 1930s half-caste Northern Territory Aboriginal people were removed 
from their camps and sent to homes and stations throughout the Territory as domestic 
help and stockmen. For white people these Aboriginal workers, many of whom were 
Tiwi, were seen as indispensable and some became seen as members of the family.  On 
average they would be given ‘food and clothing and 5 shillings a week for their 
pictures’ (NTRS 226 TS113). Employers had to register Aboriginal workers with the 
government and from the 1920s until her death, Litchfield employed a Melville 
Islander named Iaturriwi. ‘People had a permit to employ Aborigines, and ...most of 
them camped in the back yard of whoever they worked for’ (NTRS 226 TS193: 3), 
Iaturriwi was no different. Iaturriwi was born in 1910 at Milikapiti on Melville Island, 
later moving across to Darwin where he adopted the European name Jumbo McDowell 
(National Archives Darwin CRS E944/0 Bagot Population census 1968-1971) (fig 2.5). 
He came to work for Jessie after living in the Darwin suburb of Bagot. Litchfield wrote 
of these workers, ‘they were well mannered, and they were of invaluable service to the 
women of Darwin who found them valuable workers’ (NTRS 287). Jumbo became part 
of the family and Litchfield’s daughter Christa has spoken of how she and her siblings 
interacted with him and the other Aboriginal people employed by Litchfield. She stated 
‘after school...we would be taken on bush walks by the Aborigines who taught us how 
to live in the bush...They were our guardians and we respected them’ (Carment et al 
2008:501). Jumbo lived with Litchfield until her death in 1956 and it is likely that 
through Jumbo, Litchfield was collecting her Tiwi Island objects.  
 
A large community of Tiwi Islanders lived in the Darwin suburb of Bagot and in 
suburbs to the north of Bagot, with the current suburbs of Brinkin and Tiwi named 
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after the local Aboriginal groups that resided there in the early half of the 20th century. 
Jumbo would have had access to Tiwi objects for trade and many Tiwi people made the 
journey back and forth across the Beagle Gulf from Darwin to the Tiwi Islands. That 
no records exist to place Litchfield in the Tiwi Islands at any point in her life, points 
towards her collecting Tiwi objects at Mindil Beach or from Jumbo. If this is the case 
then many of the photographs that were taken by Litchfield of Tiwi Islanders 
performing corroborrees would have taken place at Mindil Beach and not on the Tiwi 
Islands. This also explains how Litchfield could have collected the material culture 
from Arnhem Land, which she sold to the British Museum, as a variety of Northern 
Territory Aboriginal language groups performed at Mindil Beach. 
 
A photograph of Noel Purantatameri (fig 2.6) making a fire, demonstrates Litchfield’s 
relationship with the Catholic Mission on Bathurst Island. Many of the photographs she 
donated to the British Museum were taken by the Catholic missionaries. In 1928 
Bishop Gsell attended the International Congress in Sydney, taking Purantatameri with 
him. Purantatameri was the first Tiwi Islander to visit Sydney, and attracted 
considerable press interest. It appears that Litchfield was collecting photographs from 
the Catholic Mission and this photograph was possibly collected as part of her work as 
a journalist. 
 
A series of photographs documenting Miringilaja (fig 2.7) or an initiation ceremony for 
girls who have reached puberty also demonstrates Litchfield’s relationship with the 
mission who took this series of photographs. In Miringilaja after a girl has her first 
period she will go into seclusion for five days. Her face and upper body is painted with 
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ochre and she and older women participate in a dance. She then stays in a paperbark 
hut and the older women in the community stay with her and tell her about how to be 
an adult woman. ‘After five days the girl emerges from the hut, a woman’ (JL006).  
 
2.4 Collecting and the British Museum 
The Tiwi, unlike the Yirandali, have not been displaced from their land and as a result 
have a strong sense of what it means to be Tiwi. Their language, their ancestor stories 
and the knowledge of how to make the objects that were being made when Litchfield 
collected them, has been passed down through generations and is still actively taught in 
the Tiwi Islands schools and today to children at the Tiwi Islands arts centres. 
However, that is not to say that Tiwi culture is static, as has been demonstrated through 
their integration of aspects of material culture, religion and social structures from other 
nationalities and Aboriginal groups, as well as the stories associated with these 
encounters. Today, Tiwi society continues but also evolves within a broader influence 
of Australian non-indigenous culture, as well as Indonesian culture. In particular, the 
introduction of the arts centres has provided the means for these changes in material 
culture.  
 
As this chapter has already discussed, the Tiwi have developed a distinct material 
culture that varies in many ways from that of mainland Aboriginal material culture. 
The Tiwi view themselves as distinct from mainland Aboriginal people and many Tiwi 
speak of the desire for a distinction to be made between Aboriginal, Torres Strait 
Islander and Tiwi Islander (JL002). In particular the Tiwi have no woomeras 
[spearthrowers], woven dilly bags or boomerangs. As I will discuss the introduction of 
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the Iwaidja didgeridoo into the Tiwi Islands, and the pururijti [message stick], of which 
figure 2.8 is an example, is also ‘the subject of debate among the Tiwi’ (Morris 
2000:146), as to whether it was introduced by the Iwaidja or was always a Tiwi object. 
Pye (1985) also states that ‘the spear was replaced by the throwing club made of 
ironwood in 1925’ (Pye 1985:15) and Litchfield sent eleven ironwood clubs to the 
British Museum between 1925-1930. Timirrimaka and Murrukunga [long and short 
throwing clubs] are also widely discussed in Tiwi ethnographies and Tiwi Islanders 
that I interviewed were in no doubt as to the objects’ origin.  
 
Objects that are commonly found in collections of Tiwi material culture represented in 
museum collections in Australia (Melbourne Museum, Museum and Art Gallery of the 
Northern Territory, South Australia Museum), the United Kingdom (BM, NMS, PRM) 
and the United States of America (AMNH, MET, Field Museum Chicago), are 
parmajinis [feathered armbands], tukuti [pandanus armbands], marinkwani [pandanus 
neckbands], takwajinga [gooseball pendants], tulini [palm leaf baskets] (fig 2.9) and 
tungas [bark baskets] (fig 2.10). The Tiwi also make very distinctive poles and whilst 
none feature in the collections of Litchfield, some feature in her photographs. There are 
two kinds of poles, totem (fig 2.11) and pukumani. The totem pole encourages ‘loyalty 
to totems’ (Pye 1985:19), therefore they could represent birds, animals and people. The 
pukumani pole is a burial pole, they are placed around a persons’ grave to protect it 
from spirits. Today decorated tungas, wooden clapping sticks, totem poles, acrylic and 
ochre paintings, screen-printed fabric, ceramics and jewellery are produced for sale by 










and Tiwi Design at Nguiu. The development of Tiwi material culture through these art 
centres was made apparent when conducting interviews on the Litchfield collections at 
art centres on the Tiwi Islands. Several Tiwi people would go and pick up a 
contemporary version of the object that was being discussed, as a way of saying, ‘you 
are talking about this, yes?’ (JL002). For these contemporary artists the objects and 
paintings that they are producing are a continuation of the material culture produced 
throughout Tiwi cultural history. However the objects and paintings that Tiwi Islanders 
are now producing are no longer considered solely ethnographic objects, as they also 
inhabit the art world. As such they have been subject to the ongoing debate over 
whether an object or painting is considered art or anthropology in Aboriginal material 
culture. For example, if one considers a tunga made by Jean Baptiste Apuatimi that 
was recently acquired by the British Museum, it is a beautiful artwork and a bag. It was 
made for commercial sale in art galleries, and not for use in everyday life, despite its 
history as a bag and a funerary object. For the Western buyer then Apuatimi’s tunga 
could become seen as purely an art object, whilst its specific purchase by the 
Department of Africa, Oceania and the Americas, at the British Museum places it back 
into an anthropological framework.  
 
The tunga exists as both, the art object and the ethnographic one. The inclusion of 
contemporary Aboriginal objects into the category of ‘art, as a commodity, has 
occurred through the process of European colonisation and has been an element of the 
incorporation of Aboriginal people into Australian society' (Morphy 1995:213). These 
artworks present a contemporary perspective on a culture that is often already exhibited 




Figure 2.11  
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duty to collect and display the contemporary artworks in order to create a truly 
representative narrative on another culture (Morphy personal communication 2007). If 
not, that collection and display then becomes solely the museum's one-sided narrative 
on that culture, a device that collapses whole cultures into one static representation 
(Fabian 2002:xii). Price argues that once an ethnographic artefact is isolated in its 
display in a museum or gallery, with little text or surrounding objects, it is implied that 
this is no longer a utilitarian object but a reified art object (Price 1989:84). Whilst Price 
raises an important issue over the display of ethnographic artefacts her statement 
precludes those objects that have both utilitarian and aesthetic value and assumes that 
all utilitarian objects have no value. By removing the context from an object's display 
you strip it of its use and it becomes integrated into the Western art gallery display, 
which requires objects to speak for themselves based on their aesthetic criteria. 
However objects such as the Apuatimi tunga are both aesthetically pleasing and 
utilitarian. The dual nature of these objects raises the question of whether it matters if 
they are seen as either/or, or indeed, whether this argument is still relevant for 
ethnographic museums who frequently acquire their contemporary objects from art 
centres or art galleries. Instead the conundrum for ethnography curators seems to be, 
how these objects should be exhibited, referencing not just the multiple narratives that 
the objects have but the dual way that they can be perceived or valued. 
  
In addition to providing contemporary contexts for these historic collections, during the 
interviews on and around the objects several historical explanations emerged that could 
explain the way that the objects were categorised geographically by Litchfield. For a 
long time, anthropologists, including Herbert Basedow, Charles Hart and Baldwin 
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Spencer believed Melville Islanders, and Bathurst Islanders to be separate tribes and 
this may account for why Litchfield labelled the objects she sent to the British 
Museum, Melville Island and not simply Tiwi. These distinctions also reflect the level 
of access that white people had to the Tiwi Islands. As I have discussed, Cooper, who 
lived at Paru, provided collections of Tiwi Islands objects to anthropologists Edward 
Stirling, Baldwin Spencer and Harry Stockdale. Spencer first visited Cooper on 
Melville Island in June 1911 when he was appointed a member of the Commonwealth 
Government team to investigate future development in the Northern Territory (Batty 
2006:131). He then returned for three weeks in March 1912, after his appointment as 
Special Commissioner for Aborigines and Chief Protector, which lasted until the 
following year. During this second visit Spencer recorded information on the Tiwi 
Pukumani and Kulama ceremonies. Charles Conigrave, an explorer, also visited 
Cooper at Paru whilst conducting an expedition around Bathurst Island in 1914, taking 
photographs, some of which featured in Northern Territory newspapers. Visits to 
Bathurst Island were generally discouraged by the mission, and subsequently most 
early ethnographic collections tend to be from Melville Island. During his time at Paru, 
Cooper hosted visits from anthropologists, government officials and Territorians. 
Spencer’s ethnographies also discuss Tiwi totemic systems and tribal distributions. In 
the 1980s and 1990s these were updated by Esther Babui (1981), a Tiwi Islander and 
Sister Teresa Ward (1990), a nun at Nguiu, whose descriptions of these systems and 
distributions encompasses the historic ethnographies and also reflects responses from 
contemporary Tiwi Islanders they have interviewed. They are also based on their own 




In the 1920s Litchfield began sending parcels of things abroad. She  
exchanged seashells and stamps with people from all over the world; she sent 
fat, cocoa and sugar to war victims in Yugoslavis and Germany, and she sent 
plant specimens to the British Museum 
- (Dickinson 1982:86).   
In February 1925 the British Museum received the first letter from Litchfield offering 
shells, butterflies, beetles, seeds, fossils and Aboriginal weapons, musical instruments 
and corroboree items (British Museum Correspondence 1925 Joyce). T.A. Joyce, the 
Deputy Keeper for Ethnography in 1925, responded asking for ‘a select series 
illustrating the arts, crafts, weapons, ceremonial life etc., of the natives of your district’ 
(British Museum Correspondence 1925 Joyce). From 1925 Litchfield donated and sold 
objects annually to the British Museum until 1930, with a total of 106 objects sent from 
the Northern Territory and Tiwi Islands; (23 objects in 1925, 13 objects in 1926, 20 
objects in 1927, 4 objects in 1928, 30 objects in 1929, and 16 objects in 1930) (see 
appendix 11 for a full collection list). Litchfield was convinced that her collection held 
value to the museum and was initially offered as much ‘£20 or £30 under certain 
conditions’ (British Museum Correspondence 1925 Joyce). Whether she received this 
much is unclear but she was never too proud to ask, writing ‘I will admit frankly that 
we are poor people with a family of 7 children to support, so that we cannot send many 
things as presents’ (British Museum Correspondence 1925 Joyce). In the 
correspondence between Litchfield and Joyce, Litchfield always writes that postal 
orders are the best method of payment and consistently asks for her postage to be 
refunded. Museum records show that on average she received £2 for each large 




Amongst the letters written to the museum were photographs and there are now a total 
of thirty eight in the Pictorial Collection of the British Museum’s Department of 
Africa, Oceania and Americas. These photographs were used to illustrate the objects 
and people Litchfield wrote about. The natural history specimens which Litchfield 
offered in her initial correspondence with the British Museum were passed onto to the 
British Museum of Natural History, now the Natural History Museum. Today, the 
Litchfield collection at the Natural History Museum comprises 181 marine molluscs, 
sold to the museum between 1926 and 1929. To date no other museums hold Litchfield 
objects and the Northern Territory Library is the only other institution to hold a 
Litchfield photographic collection. 
 
Litchfield’s collecting practices appear to have been shaped by the recommendations 
made by the Royal Geographic Society’s publication Hints to Travellers, which 
Litchfield refers to as ‘the collectors handbook’ (Natural History Museum 307/8), and 
was found by her granddaughter in Litchfield’s Darwin library on Mitchell Street. The 
volume initially began as a pamphlet in the Journal of the Royal Geographic Society in 
1854 and was produced with the intention of answering questions sent in by travellers. 
It expanded into a book in 1864 and was constantly being revised. The volume 
included; medical hints, how to survey and use instruments, hints on outfits, geology, 
natural history, anthropology and industry and commerce. The opening page reads ‘this 
work will come into the hands of very different readers’ (Freshfield 1889: 1) and goes 
on to state the books’ aims as  
assisting all travellers…increasing at once their interest and their means of 
observation…[assisting] those residents abroad whom duty compels to spend 
large portions of their lives in remote localities, and who have therefore, the 




- (Freshfield 1889: 2).  
It is this last sentence that is most applicable to Litchfield, as in the books’ natural 
history section, Northern Australia is listed as one of ‘the countries which are now the 
least known with regard to their natural history’ (Freshfield 1889: 352). A scarcity of 
collections from Northern Australia may have been why Litchfield decided to start 
collecting natural history specimens. The book goes on to suggest fossils, reptiles, 
mollusca and mammals as the key categories for collecting in natural history and 
Litchfield’s natural history collections reflect these categories. In the section on 
anthropology the book notes that a collector should aim to include information from 
the following categories in their notes about an object or the maker of that object: 
physical character, mode of subsistence, religion and customs, arts and manufacture, 
personal ornaments, hairstyle, carving, money and miscellaneous, which includes 
games, names, and cosmology. In the letters that accompany the objects Litchfield sent 
to the British Museum, she attempts to fulfil these criteria by providing information in 
almost all of these categories, anxious to produce a comprehensive account of the 
peoples of the Northern Territory for the British Museum and a European audience. 
We can see through her correspondence with Joyce that Hints to Travellers, as well as 
her relationships with Pink, Spencer, and perhaps Wilkins informed her knowledge of 
ethnographic collecting, as is noted by Joyce in his correspondence with Litchfield;  
I see from your letter that you understand that, from the museum point of view, 
old and used specimens are the most valuable…additional value is given…if 
they are accompanied by exact details giving precise locality, name of tribe, and 
in the case of wooden objects, whether carved with metal tools or not, and the 
native name of the appliance 




In one of her initial letters to Joyce, Litchfield asks ‘is the Northern Territory of 
Australia well represented in your museum?’ (British Museum Correspondence 1925 
Joyce). Litchfield was concerned with providing an income for her large family yet, at 
the same time, she seems even more concerned with making sure her beloved Northern 
Territory is well represented overseas. She assures Joyce that ‘any native weapons or 
curios that I send will be absolutely genuine, and will have been in actual use by the 
blacks’ (British Museum Correspondence 1925 Joyce). This demonstrates a concern 
for her reputation as well as making sure that the Northern Territory is well represented 
with quality objects. Some of the objects were sent back to Litchfield because the 
museum could not pay her as much as she would have liked. Importantly, this was the 
last material offered to the British Museum in 1930.  Perhaps by this time the British 
Museum was no longer interested in acquiring the sort of material offered by Litchfield 
– it certainly seems to have stopped her sending any more. 
 
However, she recognized that the objects were ‘better in a museum than in private 
hands’. This again demonstrates her desire for those outside of the Northern Territory 
to learn about the Indigenous population. Its seems as though she also hoped to change 
the perceptions of not only those abroad but those in the south. She believed the latter 
viewed the Northern Territory Aboriginal people as savage people and she argues in a 
letter accompanying one donation of objects that ‘the blacks are not degraded brutes 
the lowest type of humanity’ as some scientists declare’ (British Museum EthDoc 
907a). 
 
As I have already discussed, Litchfield’s novel Far North Memories whilst fictional 
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was based on her real life experiences. By piecing together Litchfield’s descriptions of 
objects, her photographs and the narrative in her novel we can begin to contextualize 
the process of collecting these objects. In some cases it is possible to tease out their 
original uses as well as how they were made, which is then complemented by the 
responses given by contemporary Tiwi Islanders who were interviewed for this thesis. 
This chapter is focusing on the collections of Tiwi objects and photographs made by 
Litchfield because they are the best documented objects in her collection and are easily 
distinguishable as Tiwi. These objects also form part of a narrative that demonstrates 
Litchfield’s relationships with other white settlers and Aboriginal people in the 
Northern Territory. 
 
On 20 April 1927 Litchfield sent the British Museum a message stick (fig 2.12) with 
the description, 
the letter-stick was to tell the blacks that a burial corroboree was to be held on 
Mindil Beach, and that there would be a big mob of niggers there…[the 
message stick] was the property of one of the king’s sons  
- (British Museum EthDoc911).  
Again Far North Memories provides further context for this object, this time describing 
how it was acquired. ‘We were interested in the carved letter-stick given by the king, 
and we asked Pannum if he thought the king would sell it’ (Litchfield 1930:126). 
 
Later the same year, Litchfield sent the British Museum a series of postcards 
illustrating this funeral corroboree at Mindil Beach. She wrote ‘I send you also eleven 
postcards illustrating a funeral corroboree that was held at Mendil Beach, Darwin, a 
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few months ago. They will explain themselves, by aid of the notes on the back’ (British 
Museum EthDoc 911 6/7/27). In the same letter Litchfield wrote that ‘...all photos I 
send you are genuine ceremonies, never fakes, nor dances got up to entertain 
distinguished personages’ (British Museum EthDoc911). Her comment displays her 
understanding of the importance in both ethnographic collecting and documentation in 
distinguishing between genuine or authentic and inauthentic examples. For museums at 
that time, an object’s value, as shown by Joyce’s comments, was directly related to the 
quality and detail of its provenance. By providing photographic evidence, descriptions 
and indigenous names, a collector could reinforce that their object was a genuine 
example of the culture they wished to represent. However, in some cases, what is 
perceived as a ‘genuine’ example of culture may still differ from what would be 
performed within the confines of the culture itself.  
 
In order to verify what is genuine and what is for tourism it is necessary to consult 
other sources relating to that moment. The oral histories collected from other 1920s 
Darwin residents and consultation with Tiwi people about these photographs has 
verified much of what Litchfield wrote, relating to the events depicted in the 
photographs and the way that objects were used. However Litchfield also mentions that 
her series of postcards includes one she describes as depicting a scene of a fake 
spearing, fitting in with the narrative postcard genre, popular between 1910 and 1930. 





















Figure 2.17  
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drew attention to the exotic subject matter of his by inscribing the captions on the 
negatives’ (Poignant 1996:30). An example of this is Ryko’s caption ‘[being] ... carried 
to safety by friendly blacks’ (Poignant 1996:30), on a negative of  a contrived scene 
featuring Tiwi and Iwaidja men carrying a fakely speared Ryko on a pole. The postcard 
to which Litchfield refers does not appear to exist in the British Museum’s collections, 
but it could have been a copy of Ryko’s photograph. If we compare the landscape of 
another Ryko postcard titled ‘Melville Island Corroboree: Goring Buffalo Act’ with a 
postcard sent by Litchfield (fig 2.13) which appears to be part of the Mindil Beach 
series, there are striking similarities. This raises the issue of whether Litchfield was the 
photographer of the postcards she was supplying to the British Museum. In her 
correspondence Litchfield never claims to be the photographer and, as I have already 
demonstrated, she was sending photographs taken by anthropologists and missionaries 
to the museum alongside her own object collections. Thus the Mindil Beach series may 
have in fact been photographed at Alligator Head, where Ryko was taking his 
photographs, either by Ryko or another Darwin photographer, such as J. Wingham. 
The British Museum Pictorial Collection holds a printed booklet containing 
photographs taken by Wingham, titled ‘A Pictorial Souvenir Budget of the North 
Aboriginals’. Many of the photographs inside bear the same inscriptions as those sent 
by Litchfield, and feature similar subjects. For example Wingham’s ‘A Blackfellow 
Cemetery’ appears to have been taken in the same location as a postcard in Litchfield’s 
collection (fig 2.14), also titled ‘a blackfellows cemetery’. In addition, Litchfield’s 
photograph depicting men standing by pukumani poles on Bathurst Island (fig 2.15) 
also appears in an album donated to Museum Victoria by H.R. Balfour (fig 2.16), who 
went to the Kimberley but did not go to the Tiwi Islands. Museum Victoria do not 
know whether Balfour took the photograph himself or was collecting together the 
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photographs of other people. Whatever the case this photograph points to an exchange 
network that clearly existed between anthropologists, amateur ethnographers, 
photographers and other collectors in the Northern Territory and beyond. 
 
In correspondence between Joyce and Litchfield, Joyce explicitly states that he does 
not want any spears as the museum already had many examples of this object (British 
Museum Correspondence 1925 Joyce). Litchfield did send eleven Tiwi clubs to the 
museum but the majority of objects sent by Litchfield were body adornments and bags; 
armlets, necklets, tassels, and bark and leaf bags and baskets. On 26 September 1928 
Litchfield sent a large parcel of objects to the museum, including ‘2 grass bangles from 
Melville Island [fig 2.17], 1 tassel from Melville Island…and 1 grass basket from 
Melville Island [fig 2.18]’ (British Museum EthDoc907). The letter which 
accompanied the objects provides useful descriptions of how many of these items are 
made and worn;  
the grass basket is from the leaves of the pandanus tree, sliced into very thin 
slips. The grass bangles are meant to have the strip hanging loose…I have 
never seen men wearing them...the tassel is worn sometimes on the 
head...sometimes, it is hung around the neck as an ornament. It is worn only at 
corroborees 
- (British Museum EthDoc907).  
Litchfield’s descriptions of the process of making these objects are continued in an 
extract from the book,  
I was astonished to find how clever the blacks were at ... [making] string from 
the leaves of the fan-palm and the zamia palm; they wove bags and baskets 
with long grass; and they twisted slips of lawyer-cane into intricate patterns for 
bangles and armlets 

























On 24 October 1929 Litchfield sent a parcel, including a bark basket (fig 2.19) and 
some wallaby bones (fig 2.20). Again, the accompanying letter includes useful 
descriptions of how the objects are used and made, as she writes, ‘a bag made of bark 
from the cabbage gum. These warragadees [bark baskets] are often used to hold water, 
and food...two bones from the leg of a kangaroo. They have about a dozen different 
uses; they are used for the making of dillybags’ (British Museum EthDoc 907 
24/10/1929). Babui agrees with this, stating that ‘bags were made of sheets or raw 
paper bark, which were split in square shapes from young tress. It was put in hot ash 
until it was brown and hard. After that the women joined the paperbark together by use 
of pandanus and bones taken from the kangaroo’ (Babui 1981:9). In 1925 Joyce had 
requested ‘any series illustrating the manufacture of any native object of interest’ 
(British Museum Correspondence 1925 Joyce). In 1926 and 1927 Litchfield had sent 
two tungas (figures 2.21 and 2.10). When juxtaposed with the wallaby bone sent in 
1930, these two tungas illustrate the manufacture of Tiwi objects. A wallaby bone 
would have been used as a needle to make holes in the side of the tunga, which would 
have then been tied together with make pandanus string (JL002). 
 
The Tiwi Island’s place as an island community has meant that its material culture is 
uniquely different in both style and type of object to that of mainland Aboriginal 
groups. However, there is also a sense of hybridity in Tiwi culture and society, which 
is a direct result of the variety of seafaring visitors who have introduced new 
languages, material culture and cultural practices, some of which have been 












Figure 2.26  
	  	  
123	  
Indonesian influence can be seen in the material culture and social structure of the Tiwi 
Islands. Macassan trepangers may have carried material culture between Papua New 
Guinea and the Tiwi Islands. It is also possible that Papua New Guinean traders may 
have sailed to the Tiwi Islands themselves. If we compare their material culture we can 
see similarities between the dubu (fig 2.22) posts of Papua New Guinea and Tiwi 
pukumani poles (fig 2.23). In addition, the armbands (fig 2.24) worn by women in 
Central Papua New Guinea bear similarities to Tiwi parmajinis (fig 2.25). King also 
suggests similarities between eastern Timor burial poles and Tiwi pukumani poles 
(King 1963), whilst Morris elaborates on the Papuan Tiwi connection, arguing that ‘the 
funerary posts of the Upper Kumusi River and Lower Mambare Rivers of Southern 
Papua...bear the artistic patterns as those of the Tiwi’ (Morris 2001:37). Dilly bags 
collected by Litchfield and donated to the British Museum bearing the provenance 
‘Melville Island’, also display historic links to the bilum bags of Papua New Guinea 
and net bags across Melanesia. It is unclear if these dilly bags actually come from 
Melville Island or may have been made by Tiwi Islanders living in Darwin. The strong 
tradition of weaving across the Pacific demonstrates links between the indigenous 
peoples of the Pacific that predate European influence and trading. Contemporary Tiwi 
people tell stories of the Larrakia and Woolna people from the mainland also visiting 
Melville Island in the late 1800s, stealing Tiwi women to become their wives (JL002). 
In addition people from other language groups were brought onto the islands. Buffalo 
shooter Joe Cooper, who lived at Paru on Melville Island between 1915-1918, brought 
a group of Iwaidja people with him to live on the island. Morris (2001) has discussed 
the effect of the Iwaidja people on the Tiwi, noting that they introduced several 
mainland objects to the Tiwi that can be found in museum collections today. The 
bamboo didjeridu was introduced by the Iwaidja and one features in (fig 2.26) 
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Litchfield’s collection. It is listed by Litchfield as being from Melville Island, despite 
not being an object native to the island. In a letter dated 2 June 1925 Litchfield 
provides context for the object stating,  
bidgerydoos are of any length and any kind…This small one I send was carved 
by a Melville Island nigger by the aid of broken glass, but a smaller boy tried to 
improve on the decorations, so it was given to me. 
- (British Museum EthDoc907a).  
Morris (2001) claims though that the object was not fully adopted by the Tiwi and 
contemporary Tiwi people have agreed, stating that the didgeridoo is a mainland object 
(JL002). However, it was suggested that the size of this didgeridoo which is only 57 
cm long, and the designs on it, depicting crab and fish, may mean that it is in fact a 
Tiwi trumpet, an instrument adapted from a didgeridoo. Whilst few Tiwi people spoke 
about the trumpet, another example of this instrument can be seen in Edward 
Reichenbach’s photograph ‘doing the Fort Dundas Riot Corroboree’ (fig 2.27). Taken 
between 1914-1917, it clearly shows a Tiwi Islander playing a short, straight, 
lightweight trumpet, similar to the one in the British Museum’s collections sold by 
Litchfield. Litchfield’s didjeridu may then be an Iwaidja didgeridoo left on Melville 
Island and then collected from there, or as is more likely from Litchfield’s notes that 
accompanied the donation of the object, a Tiwi adaption of an Iwaidja object. 
 
Due to these many culture contacts, today many Tiwi Islanders can claim dual 
Tiwi/Iwaidja, Tiwi/Indonesian, Tiwi/Woolna and Tiwi/Larrakia ancestry. Poignant has 
also discussed how, at the same time as the Iwaidja were brought to Paru by Cooper, 
‘Arnhem Landers...travelled on the Macassan boats around the islands’ (Poignant 










Islanders can then account for several objects sold by Litchfield to the British Museum 
whose provenance, as supplied by Litchfield, is problematic. For example figure 2.28 
is	  a typical Arnhem Land conical basket that features classificatory patterns for the 
Djan’kawu sisters story (Allen pers comm. 2011, see Bolton 2011:18) and yet is listed 
as originating from Melville Island by Litchfield. Contemporary Tiwi Islanders and 
several anthropologists, who work in Arnhem Land, have identified this basket as 
coming from Arnhem Land. That Litchfield misattributed the object to Melville Island 
is likely, and this potential contact between Arnhem Land Aboriginal people and Tiwi 
Islanders could mean that whilst the object was collected from a Tiwi Islander it was 
not made or used in the Tiwi Islands themselves. Alternatively in addition to collecting 
Tiwi objects from Tiwi Islanders, Litchfield could have been collecting objects from a 
range of different language groups and so in the heat of the transaction, all the details 
were not accurately recorded. 
 
2.5 Connections in collections 
Litchfield’s collection of Tiwi objects and photographs reflects changes in the way 
settlers interacted with Aboriginal people and how these relationships were a product 
of government acts and laws. The movement of Aboriginal people and supply of 
Aboriginal people as labour to Darwin settlers pushed people into proximity. These 
collections whilst signifying a particular moment in Darwin’s Aboriginal history also 
remained relevant over time. In the 1997 Bringing Them Home Report witnesses 
discuss their treatment at the Kahlin Compound and Bagot Reserve. The collections 
then bear witness to the acts that forced Aboriginal people to live in these conditions. 
	  	  
127	  
More recently, the Northern Territory National Emergency Response (the intervention) 
has had a profound effect on the Tiwi Islands, in particular communities on both 
islands signing 99 year leases with the federal government. Their land, which was 
initially acquired by the government in five year compulsory leases, as part of the 
initial intervention, appears to be a step backwards for land rights and self-
determination politics on the islands. Copies of many of the photographs sent by 
Litchfield to the British Museum are also in circulation in the Northern Territory and 
have recently been displayed in the museum at Nguiu. These historical snapshots act as 
a reminder of the communities’ connection to the land and their place on it. They are, 
in a way a method of protest against the policy changes that are affecting the island’s 
communities. 
 
The specific content of any collection is the result of many inter-related factors – some 
practical, some pragmatic and some the choices of the various participants involved in 
its acquisition. Litchfield’s collection was not only shaped by Joyce’s 
recommendations but also through her own experiences and knowledge of Aboriginal 
culture and what was available. Her focus on items of body adornment, message sticks, 
baskets, bags and the tools that made them reflects not just what she was able to get 
hold of and what Joyce asked her to send, but I believe her views of Aboriginal people. 
Litchfield had previously remonstrated with a journalist in the New York Times for 
calling Aboriginal people ‘the most primitive beings in the world today’ ( Dickinson 
1982:86, Dickinson pers comm 2011). By sending items of quotidian material culture 
rather than just those used for hunting and warfare, Litchfield was attempting to show 




Litchfield’s Tiwi collections in particular, were shaped by her relationships with 
Aboriginal people, white settlers, and museum professionals. The objects and 
photographs participate in these networks of meaning. By separating out the 
constituent parts of the collection and attempting to identify the provenance of 
individual objects and photographs and the meanings associated with each one, we can 
begin to understand the overarching historical narrative and the way that the Tiwi have 
been represented through this narrative. Litchfield brought together her own object 
collections with photographic collections that demonstrated not just the way these 
objects were used, but the movement of Tiwi people through various spaces and the 
presence of Tiwi culture in these spaces. 
 
By understanding how the Tiwi have experienced moments of encounter with other 
people and how they have incorporated these moments into their own history and 
culture we can understand how they came to be performing and trading objects on 
Mindil Beach in the early half of the 20th century. The interactions between various 
Northern Territory language groups, who performed at Mindil Beach, provides an 
explanation for the variety of language groups that are represented in the collection of 
material culture sold by Litchfield to the British Museum. 
 
Litchfield’s collection represents a snapshot of Tiwi history. It is important as a 
representation of what was happening in that time and in that place. It is also important 
for contemporary Tiwi people, who, by recognising similarities between the objects 
created in the past and what is made now, can hold conversations on and around these 
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objects. These conversations narrate moments of Tiwi history from the past, the 
present, and the space in between that tie deeply to with the land. 
 
By analysing Litchfield’s writings, we can also see how she interacted with Aboriginal 
people, how she was making early collections. We can also contextualise the collection 
that was sent to the British Museum. In addition, Litchfield’s participation in a small 
group of women writers living in the Northern Territory, who championed the 
Northern Territory against the criticisms of people living in the south of Australia, 
demonstrates her determination to share with the world the Northern Territory she 
loved and her museum collection was a part of this. 
 
Litchfield’s varied life as a wife, journalist, mother, shop keeper, collector, author and 
would-be politician exposes a network of people writing about Aboriginal people in the 
Northern Territory, taking photographs of them, and collecting objects from them. In 
addition, it also exposes a network of Aboriginal people whose desire to represent 
themselves at a single site in Darwin inspired these writings and collections. Within 
these networks are a series of conversations and at the heart of these conversations are 




Chapter 3- Representations of the Yirandali 
 
This conference believes that the destiny of the natives of Aboriginal origin, 
but not of the full blood, lies in their ultimate absorption by the people of 
the Commonwealth and it therefore recommends that all efforts be directed 
to that end.  
- (Aboriginal Welfare: Initial Conference of Commonwealth and State 
Aboriginal Authorities held at Canberra, 21st to 23rd of April 1937, 
Government Printer, Canberra, 1937). 
The aim of assimilation was to improve economic and social conditions for Indigenous 
people in order to raise their status ‘so that they could qualify for full citizenship’ 
(Lydon 2012: 102) in Australia. Mary Montgomerie Christison campaigned actively 
against this policy, which affected the Yirandali people she had grown up with on 
Lammermoor Station1. In order to understand the significance of the Christison 
collection within the history of Indigenous and settler relations in Australia, it is 
necessary to consider how the collection was made, the historical context that 
surrounded its making, why it was made, how it has been used, and how it continues to 
remain relevant and important to the Yirandali today2. To do this it is then also pertinent 
to investigate the life and work of Christison, who remains the central figure in this 
history, considering her life and work in relation to Indigenous and settler relations from 
the beginning of the twentieth century until now. Christison grew up on Lammermoor 
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  Christison wanted the Yirandali people she had grown up with to have equal rights but not through the 




Station, south of Prairie in north Queensland. It was in this environment that objects 
were collected from the Yirandali by her father, Robert Christison, and photographs 
were taken of the Yirandali by her mother, Mrs Mary Christison. In order to access this 
historical context we, like contemporary Yirandali people today, have to go through 
records made by settlers, government officials and anthropologists. Without this 
documentation, particularly that made by the Christison family, many of the details 
around how these objects were collected, what they were used for, their Aboriginal 
names, what they were made from, as well as who the people in the photographs are, 
would not be understandable to a contemporary audience. By approaching the history of 
the Yirandali and their material culture through the life of Christison, we are able to 
understand the context, within which these collections were created, the networks they 
are a part of and how they have been framed both intellectually and politically. Even 
through Christison did not collect the objects or take the photographs, she did formulate 
the constituent parts into one collection as it is seen today, not just at the British 
Museum, but in museums and libraries across Australia and the United Kingdom.  
 
3.1 Mary Montgomerie Christison and Lammermoor Station 
Few settlers wrote about the relationship with their Australian Aboriginal 
employees. The amateur ethnographers of the nineteenth century frequently 
wrote lengthy accounts of many aspects of Australian Aboriginal society in 
general. The settler, by contrast, preoccupied with running a profitable enterprise, 









other issues involving his black workers  
- (May 1983:2).  
Robert Christison (fig 3.1) and his daughter Mary Montgomerie Christison (fig 3.2) 
countered this trend. Born just two years before Jessie Litchfield, in 1881, in London, 
England, Mary Montgomerie Christison was the eldest daughter of pastoralist Robert 
Christison and his second wife Mrs Mary Christison (nee Godsall). Christison and her 
mother travelled to Lammermoor Station from London when Christison was only a few 
months old. Robert Christison’s first wife had died of malaria and so in 1880 he married 
Mary Godsall, a family friend. In a letter from Robert Christison to the new Mrs 
Christison, he promises his new wife ‘a very nice wagonette…a nice garden and house, 
an orange grove and a vinery...and a fine horse’ (Bennett 1927:156). Unfortunately, on 
her arrival at Lammermoor Station Mrs Christison ‘looked round for the beautiful 
landscapes which she had been led to expect, and wondered what anyone could find to 
admire’ (Bennett 1927: 166). Mrs Christison continued to dislike Lammermoor Station 
and fretted for the health and safety of Christison and her younger siblings, so Robert 
Christison purchased another house near Tenterfield, in New South Wales. Christison, 
her mother and her brothers and sisters lived there with Wyma their Yirandali nurse. 
However in 1887, still unhappy with life in Australia Mrs Christison took the children 
and returned to England. Robert Christison and his wife took it in turns to make annual 
visits to either Lammermoor Station or London. In 1893 Mrs Christison and the 
children returned to live at Lammermoor Station with Robert Christison. Christison 
describes her childhood as ‘paradise…Sunday was the children’s favourite day…they 
trailed off on a walkabout with...the blacks’ (Bennett 1927: 207). Christison and her 
siblings understood the Yirandali to be their friends, adopting their father’s attitude in 
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their treatment of them. Near the end of her life in 1958 whilst living in Western 
Australia, Christison told an interviewer named Max Brown that  
I returned to Australia to serve the people who had made my childhood happy- 
but as my old nurse was dead and my playmates of the Dallebura tribe 
dispersed- I came to this side of the continent 
- (Brown 1964:7).  
Christison’s early exposure to a situation where a settler and the Aboriginal people on 
whose land he was squatting, could live together in relative peace, remained with 
Christison throughout her later life. This positive situation, which contrasted greatly 
with what Christison saw happening to Indigenous people elsewhere in Australia, 
inspired her to take a stand against abuse toward Indigenous people. Christison’s 
childhood, and the museum collection that resulted from it, whilst unusual due to her 
interactions with Indigenous people, was not unique. Similarities can be seen between 
Christison and other women born on remote cattle stations around the end of the 
nineteenth century all of whom shared a similar childhood to Christison. Born in 1845, 
Mary Bundock grew up on Wyangerie Station, on the Richmond River in New South 
Wales. Bundock and her sister Alice spent their childhood playing with the local 
Aboriginal population, and these relationships resulted in museum collections sent to 
the Museum of Sydney and what is now the Rijksmuseum Volkenkunde in Leiden. As I 
have discussed, pastoral stations were often sources for museum collections, but what 
was less common was a positive relationship between the collector and the Indigenous 
person giving that object. Isabel McBryde describes how Bundock ‘showed a concern 
for Aboriginal welfare and a willingness to accept them as people’ (McBryde 1993:40). 
Alice Duncan-Kemp is another example, born on Mooraberrie Station in 1901, south 
west of Lammermoor Station in Central West Queensland, Duncan-Kemp had an 
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Aboriginal nanny and spent her children learning about the local Aboriginal population 
(Griffiths 2011:28). Duncan-Kemp was believed to be a reincarnation of the spirit 
Yammacoona by the local Aboriginal people, and as such she was offered initiation 
rites, given an Aboriginal name and taught about local culture and society by Aboriginal 
people that lived and worked on the station (Griffiths 2011). Duncan- Kemp, Bundock, 
Christison and Litchfield all documented their interactions with Indigenous people, 
either through writing or collecting. The opportunities afforded to them were in part a 
product of their social situation, as daughters or wives of men whose livelihoods put 
them in these remote places. Whilst it was not unusual for women in this period to end 
up living in remote areas, the ready engagement of these four women with the 
Indigenous people who lived around them was unusual, and I will discuss further on in 
this chapter how these early experiences effected Christison’s later life.  
 
When Christison was seventeen the decision was made to sell Lammermoor Station for 
good, as Mrs Christison ‘had her heart set on living in England’ (Bennett 1927: 222). 
The Christison family (figure 3.3) moved to Burwell Park in Lincolnshire and shortly 
afterwards Christison enrolled in the Royal Academy of Art, remaining there between 
1903 and 1908. The skills she learnt at the Royal Academy of Art would later be put 
into practice in her attempt to create economic independence for many Indigenous 
women living in missions. In 1911, Christison and her father returned to Lammermoor 
Station for the final time to complete its sale. Back in England, in 1913, Christison met 
Charles Douglas Bennett, a Peninsular and Orient Captain. The couple were married the 
following year before Charles left for war service in the Royal Naval Reserve. Charles 








Robert Christison died in 1915 and was buried back in Scotland in the original 
Lammermoor Hills that inspired the station name. After his death Mrs Christison chose 
to return to live in Australia and was accompanied by Bennett’s younger sister Helen 
Cameron Christison and younger brother Robert Alexander Christison. In 1918, Helen 
married Stewart Roberts and together they ran Bolivia Station in New South Wales (Jan 
Christison pers comm 2011). Mrs Christison died at Bolivia Station in 1922. Roberts 
died in 1963 in North Sydney leaving two daughters, Rosemary Roberts and Elizabeth 
Roberts. Robert Alexander Christison married Thelma Verrier in 1936 in Brisbane and 
they lived in Queensland and then North Sydney. He died in New South Wales in 1970. 
 
Whilst in London, in the mid 1920s, Christison began work on Christison of 
Lammermoor, a publication recounting the life of her father, Robert Christison, and his 
life and work in Australia. In 1927, prior to the publication of Christison of 
Lammermoor, Bennett wrote a short ethnography of the Yirandali, entitled ‘Notes on 
the Dallebura Tribe of Northern Queensland’, based on her own observations, her 
father’s notes and her mother’s photographs. The article appeared in the Journal of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain. Bennett wished to produce an 
ethnographic study of the Yirandali that was distinct from the book, which is partly 
salvage ethnography and partly a historical narrative. Christison of Lammermoor was 
published at the beginning of 1927, and it is through this publication that we can begin 
to understand the context within which the Christison collection was created. It is also 
used as the primary source by contemporary Yirandali people who want to understand 
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their history, as very few written or oral histories about the Yirandali have been passed 
down amongst families. 
 
The Times Literary Supplement (The Times Literary Supplement 1927:753) was the first 
to review Christison of Lammermoor in 1927 and it was quickly picked up by the 
Australian papers who mainly republished extracts of The Times review in each of the 
main state newspapers, adding in their own small observations. The review in The 
Times Literary Supplement was overall a positive one noting that Bennett’s book 
(Bennett 1927) covered one of the most important periods of Australian history which 
needed to be written about, namely; ‘the tracks of the great explorers- Sturt, Mitchell, 
Eyre, Gregory’ (The Times Literary Supplement 1927:753). The reviewer highlights that 
the book is ‘all the more welcome because it deals with a phase of inland settlement 
which has hitherto missed its recorder’ (The Times Literary Supplement 1927:753). The 
book is also praised for having what is described as a ‘standpoint now almost deserted 
of views hardly within the cognizance of the present generation’ (The Times Literary 
Supplement 1927:753). However, Bennett is criticized for her historical inaccuracy in 
the sections of the book that deal more generally with Australian colonization. This is a 
criticism not limited to Christison of Lammermoor. In her second book, The Aboriginal 
as a Human Being, Bennett often makes generalisations about the entire Indigenous 
population of Australia, when her research is based on a single language group, or a 
cluster of language groups from a particular region. The reviewer’s main critique of the 
book is that it is wrong for Bennett to write that ‘unfortunately the mass of white 
Australians have always objected to any kind of justice or protection for the unhappy 




The reviewer was Captain Albert Wilberforce Jose, a journalist and historian, who 
wrote several books on the history of empire and colonization in Australia. Jose was 
also a fervent supporter of the White Australia Policy, an immigration policy introduced 
in 1901 that was established as a result of settler discontent with Chinese and Pacific 
Islander migrant labour doing jobs they felt should be reserved for white Australians. 
During this time Indigenous people were also being assimilated into white society. Jose 
claims that the above statement made by Bennett is untrue, stating that whilst the 
behavior of settlers toward the Indigenous population has in many instances been 
‘unintelligently cruel’ (The Times Literary Supplement 1927:753), good intentions 
towards them would not have helped, as they are people who are unable to change. 
Neither the review in The Queenslander (The Queenslander 1927:16) or in The West 
Australian (The West Australian 1927:6) comment on Jose’s critique of Bennett, simply 
reprinting it. Instead, The Queenslander (The Queenslander 1927:16) criticizes Jose for 
making derogatory comments about the town of Gladstone. What The Queenslander 
does highlight, however, is that the book is a ‘loving tribute’ by Bennett to her father 
(The Queenslander 1927:16), although Holland argues that Christison of Lammermoor 
‘became something of a polemic for the creation of a inviolable Native State and a 
celebration of the kind of benevolent paternalism her father portrayed in his dealings 
with the blacks’ (Holland 1995:53). 
 
Christison of Lammermoor begins with a short history of colonial Queensland in order 
to set the scene for Robert Christison’s establishment of Lammermoor station. Robert 
Christison was born in 1837, in Scotland, and in 1852 Robert Christison and his brother 
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Tom left Scotland for Melbourne, arriving into Port Phillip on the 1 August 1852. 
Robert Christison worked on a sheep station owned by the Chirnside brothers at 
Werribee in Victoria and became a horse jockey during his time there. In the 1860s he 
decided he wanted to explore Queensland and took lessons in navigation in Melbourne 
to improve his success. After hearing about the Burke and Wills expedition Robert 
Christison applied to be a scout for the party but was turned down 
(http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/christison-robert-222/text4823 accessed 5 December 
2013). Robert Burke and William Wills left Melbourne for the Gulf of Carpentaria in 
August 1860, but they never returned. The search parties that were sent out to find them 
included those led by Alfred Howitt, William Landsborough, John McKinley and 
Frederick Walker. Perhaps influenced by the tragedy of Burke and Wills, Robert 
Christison decided to travel to Queensland by sea. Leaving Melbourne in 1863 he 
arrived at Bowen, the most northerly port in Queensland at the time, taking work as a 
shepherd on Belyando station. Bennett writes of black and white relations at the time,  
white men were scarce and the blacks were hostile…the bush…held a larger 
population than native resources could nourish, and the chief cause of tribal 
warfare was trespass on waters and hunting grounds, food reserves; so the 
aboriginals saw with consternation white men their strange horned and woolly 
hordes emptying waterholes that has seemed permanent and paddling the lily-
covered lagoons, and probably reported that the whites were bad. Frequently 
settlers had their heads battered in then the native police under their white 
officer would be sent to shoot the murderers, or, if they were not known, any 
blacks they might happen on. As a result shepherds were hard to find  
- (Bennett 1927:47). 
 
The establishment of pastoralism in Queensland helped to develop economies in the 
state. Pastoralism developed after 1840 when the commissioner for lands had declared 
the land around and to the north of the penal colony, established in what is today 
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Brisbane, available for private settlement and in 1842 Brisbane was declared a free 
settlement. Previously controlled from New South Wales, north-eastern Australia 
became its own state named Queensland in 1859. Sustained contact between the 
Yirandali and Europeans began in the 1860s. Burke and Wills ill-fated 1860 expedition 
from Melbourne up to the Gulf of Carpentaria would have passed through Yirandali 
country. Frederick Walker’s 1861 expedition and William Landsborough and Nathaniel 
Buchanan’s 1862 expedition around the Fitzroy River both mention encounters with the 
Yirandali. Neither expedition spent much time in the area; although Landsborough did 
mark trees where he felt the land could prove useful for agriculture (fig 3.4). Walter 
Roth, the Protector for Aborigines from 1898–1904, also mentions the Yirandali in his 
government reports.  
 
Pastoralists quickly followed the early expeditions. Between 1861 and 1900 economic 
development in Queensland was almost solely dependent on ‘the expansion of primary 
industry’ (May 1983:1). Landsborough’s survey of the land had highlighted suitable 
areas for pastoral runs to be established and many pastoralists followed these 
recommendations. One of these pastoralists was Robert Christison who decided to 
venture inland in the hope of starting his own pastoral station. Following the Burdekin 
and then the Suttor River he encountered the explorer William Landsborough. 
Landsborough told Robert Christison ‘if you can find the tree that I marked March 22, 
1862, when I led the Burke and Wills Search Expedition, you will find a creek which I 
named Tower Hill Creek, with waterholes in it large enough to float the Great Britain’ 









flood plains. Robert Christison took up a lease of 259 square kilometres of land, 70 km 
south of Prairie in 1866 naming the area Lammermoor Hills (Daily Mirror 1981:28) 
(map 3.1) after his Scottish home. On receiving an occupation license the station he 
established was also named Lammermoor. Lammermoor developed into a cattle and 
sheep station and several years later Robert Christison took over the nearby station 
Cameron Downs, with his brother Tom. Prior to this, in 1865, Robert Gray and his 
cousin established Hughenden Station just north of Lammermoor Station, with Cameron 
Downs station being established to the south of Hughenden, shortly after. In 1868 the 
first of the gold rushes began on the Gilbert River, causing more Europeans to come 
into the area in the hope of making their fortune. Michael Morwood (1990) notes that 
this increased European population started to put pressure on what were already tense 
relations between the Aboriginal population and white settlers. The establishment of the 
Queensland Native Mounted Police did nothing to ease tensions. They often made 
settlers feel safer but the fear that they produced in the Aboriginal population led to 
many revenge attacks on settlers (Reynolds 1982:104), the most well known being the 
Wills massacre.  
 
In 1861 Horatio Wills had purchased land near Springsure and established Cullin-la-
Ringo Station. He had twenty five white workers helping him and, of them, nineteen 
were murdered by people from the Kairi language group, in what is described as a 
surprise attack. In retribution the native police then killed about seventy Aboriginal 
people.  This event made settlers in isolated areas fear for their lives (Reynolds 
1982:79). Morwood (1990) estimates that around ten to fifteen per cent of the European 
population were killed by Aboriginal people during the 1860s, with ‘lonely bush graves 
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provide material evidence for this violent period, while there is still local knowledge 
concerning sites where Aborigines were massacred’ (Morwood 1990:3).  
Conflict was [also] sharpened by the widespread belief among frontier settlers 
that niggers and cattle don’t mix, that the half-wild herds were unsettled by the 
mere sight or sound of Aborigines. As a result the blacks were repeatedly driven 
away from river frontages and lagoons 
- (Reynolds 1982:158). 
 
In 1867 a local meeting was held by pastoralists at Bowen where it was proposed that 
on a number of stations Aboriginal people would be let in (May 1983:65), meaning that 
they would be allowed onto the station land and allowed to live and hunt there, subject 
to certain conditions. Robert Christison had been practising this since he had established 
Lammermoor Station in 1866, as Bennett notes, he ‘thought out the question what to do 
about the blacks, and boldly made up his mind to let them come in at all hazards’ 
(Bennett 1927:56). In order to demonstrate that he could work successfully with the 
Yirandali Robert Christison captured and gained the trust of a Yirandali man. The 
process of befriending of him is described by Bennett, as 
in order to convince the Dallebura of his friendly intentions Christison chose a 
fine-looking young fellow and rode after him…he secured the black fellow and 
brought him home and chained him to a veranda post. He fed him, gave him a 
blanket, taught him to smoke and succeeded in convincing him of his friendly 
intentions, while he picked up what he could of the Black fellows 
language…Christison called him Barney [figure 3.5], and the Black fellow made 
a name for Christison- Munggra…Barney wanted to camp near Christison. 
Christison agreed, saying you and me two fellow messmates. Country belonging 
to you; sheep belonging to me…His [Christison’s] principle with the blacks was, 
in his own words, not to condemn any of their customs at first, but to show them 
by example a better way than their own  








This description appears to contradict Robert Christison’s desire to establish friendly 
relations with the Aboriginal people. However within the context of the time period 
Christison felt that this was his only option, given the fraught nature of relations 
between settlers and Aboriginal people in Queensland. Securing Barney to a veranda 
post and providing him with food and water in an attempt to establish a peaceful 
relationship with him was within the context of this period, a liberal act. After the 
meeting at Bowen, William Chatfield of Natal Downs and Mr Bode of Strathdon, began 
letting Aboriginal people onto their stations. Bode even followed Robert Christison’s 
example of using a local Aborigine as an intermediary between himself and the other 
Aboriginal people in the area in an attempt to maintain peace (Reynolds 1982:171). 
Edward Palmer, the manager of Gamboola station, also came to an agreement with the 
local Aboriginal population, whereby he would give them a cow every month, allow 
them to hunt on one section of the land he leased and would protect them from the local 
Protector of Aborigines who threatened to remove local Aboriginal people from their 
country and send them to native settlements, missions or reserves. In return he expected 
them not to kill any of his cattle (Reynolds 1982:170). Whilst  
in Southern Queensland the Archer family avoided the conflict endemic on most 
runs, acting on the premise that all the Europeans could claim was the grass for 
their herds. David Archer considered the black as hereditary owner of the soil 
and that it is an act of injustice to drive him from his hunting ground 
- (Reynolds 1987:157). 
 
Despite the successful relationships established by these settlers, in 1869 Gray of 
Hughenden station wrote to the Colonial Secretary, noting that on many stations in the 
Mitchell District Aboriginal people were ‘rewarding station holders by spearing their 
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cattle and doing other mischief’ (May 1983:66). Boyd Moorhead, the manager of 
Bowen Downs station, also reported, in 1867, that ‘local clans has destroyed his sheep, 
not to satisfy their hunger, but their spite’ (Reynolds 1982:167). Henry Reynolds argues 
that the generation of the iron tipped spear in the material culture of Queensland 
Aboriginal people was their attempt to kill cattle, which were harder to kill than sheep 
and required stronger and sturdier weaponry (Reynolds 1982:165). In 1870 the situation 
reached a head and a large number of local pastoralists petitioned the Department of 
Native Affairs for something to be done. An outpost of the Queensland Native Mounted 
Police was subsequently set up in Hughenden. They were employed in order to 
‘disperse troublesome Aborigines’ (Morwood 1990:3). In 1894, Archibald Meston (later 
the Protector for Aborigines) was appointed as Special Commissioner of Police and 
commissioned to prepare plans to improve the conditions of Aboriginal people in 
Queensland. As a result of this, in 1897, the Aborigines Act was passed in Queensland, 
causing many of the Protectors in Queensland to ‘attempt to encourage respect for 
regulations which had been ignored for 50 years’ (Reynolds 1987:157). Pastoral leases 
in Queensland came with the following conditions,  
a capitalist of syndicate applies for or buys at auction the leases for a certain 
number of hundreds or thousands or square miles of country...the Aboriginals 
who have the vested interest of hoary antiquity are only considered by the state 
to the extent of the above recited clause in the pastoral lease. Afterwards the 
settler or his manager comes on to the country with his overland herds 
  - (Reynolds 1987:158).  
In almost all cases this intrusion onto Aboriginal land resulted in sustained conflict 
between settlers and Aboriginal people (Reynolds 1987:158). However, in 1904, the 
Chief Protector of Aborigines wrote that ‘notwithstanding the efforts of myself and 
other protectors to combat it, the assumption continues to prevail that because a large 
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area of land is held from the Crown on lease, licence or other tenure, the lessee has the 
legal right to prevent aboriginals roaming or hunting over it; even living on it...[t]he 
principle must be rigidly instilled that the aboriginals have as much a right to exist as 
the Europeans, and certainly a greater right’ (Reynolds 1987:157). 
 
In addition to the question of whether or not to let the Aboriginal people onto their 
stations, settlers debated amongst themselves about the value of using Indigenous 
people as labour. Due to the frontier conditions, there were few white people willing to 
work on these newly established stations in North Queensland in the 1860s and 1870s. 
Those that were there were enticed away by the discovery of gold. Charles Bowly, a 
jackeroo, who worked for Robert Christison in 1874 wrote, ‘there are no men to be 
had…even Chinamen want £2 a week to stop as cooks or shepherds’ (Smith 1995:23). 
Thus as happened in the Northern Territory, many people began to take in Indigenous 
workers on their stations. Bennett described the variety of these working relationships 
between settlers and Indigenous people: as  
the active young natives take service with settlers on such terms as the settlers 
see fit to grant: one pastoral lessee feeds and clothes the working natives and 
supplies them with tobacco and reasonable extras and feeds their dependents, 
that is the rest of the tribe whose hunting grounds he pays rent for; another 
lessee feeds and clothes the workers only and takes away their clothes when they 
leave  
- (Bennett 1930:77).  
Historians have suggested that Indigenous people had a preference for cattle work. This 
may have been the case, as Bennett argued that  
it was natural for them to turn from their life of hunting to shepherding and 
stock-work. A great number of settlers have testified to their usefulness and 
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competence and I can state from personal knowledge that no one could be better 
at horse and cattle work than the Lammermoor black boys 
  - (Bennett 1927:15).  
However, more importantly, ‘in the nineteenth century industry Australian Aboriginal 
stockmen were needed for their traditional skills’ (May 1983:1). In addition to stockmen 
Indigenous people were employed as housemaids and nannies. As a correspondent for 
The Queenslander noted in 1898, ‘many of us are working the stations with blackboys 
and members of our own family. Very few of us can keep a servant, and a governess or 
tutor for our children is out of the question’ (May 1983:2). Proving that this was not the 
case, Robert Christison employed Wyma, a Yirandali woman to look after his children. 
The family grew so attached to Wyma that they offered to take her back to England with 
them when they left Queensland, but she declined. 
 
In addition to making use of Indigenous and Chinese labour, many pastoralists 
employed workers from Ceylon and Sri Lanka; however it was Melanesian workers 
who really provided settlers with another cost saving measure. The  
islanders were indentured for three years, the settler was assured of a far more 
stable labour supply than he was accustomed to with white workers. As well, 
Melanesians were cheaper  
- (May 1983:44). 
This employment was reflected in the names given to the Melanesian workers by their 
employers, such as Freddy-Kanaka, who was employed on Lammermoor station, 
Kanaka meaning a worker from the Pacific Islands. Robert Towns introduced Kanaka 
labourers into Queensland. Once employed on stations Indigenous people and 





















































































































































Cingalese workers, and were given housing and clothes by their settler employer. 
Whilst historians rarely discuss what cultural customs Aboriginal people on Queensland 
pastoral stations were made to give up, many were expected to embrace Christianity.  
 
Today the conflict between pastoralists and Aboriginal people, as described by Bennett 
and Reynolds, is not as volatile as it was at the beginning of the 20th century, but 
conflict still exists in a new form. CB6, a Yirandali elder, has discussed how  
a lot of graziers pick…up [Aboriginal objects] and if they’ve got them they 
don’t want to tell you because they think you’re gonna come and claim back 
their land…Now most graziers here when they want something done, they go 
through the Department of Natural Resources...but there again you’ve got to do 
cultural clearance...graziers pick…up [objects] and they don’t tell you where 
they are...one good thing about doing [cultural clearance] is just sharing [the 
objects] with people showing what there is out here and stuff 
- (CB002).  
Cultural heritage clearance is a process required by state legislation that was set up to 
protect Indigenous cultural heritage, and is commonly required as a part of native title 
procedures. The initiative gives the traditional owners of the land a say in the way that 
the land is used. Representatives from the relevant Aboriginal language group are paid 
by the government to conduct land surveys alongside a government official and usually 
a freelance anthropologist, geologist or archaeologist relevant to the job, who is also 
paid by the government. An example from a report by the Queensland Government’s 
Department of Transport and Main Roads (TMR 2012) cites in section 2.3;  
previously unidentified cultural heritage values may exist on or under the area in 
question. It is prudent for a project proponent to undertake a systematic 
inspection of the area to be affected (commonly called a cultural heritage survey 
or cultural heritage clearance) to establish if cultural heritage values are present 
in an area. Such an inspection should be undertaken in conjunction with the 
Australian Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander party for the area  
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- (TMR 2012 p.4). 
The participation of contemporary Yirandali people, such as CB6, in cultural heritage 
clearance projects demonstrates the continual relevance of material culture like the 
Christison collection to them. The rise in self-determination politics in Australia, with 
its roots in the 1970s campaign for rights, has meant that Indigenous people have 
become more involved in the way their traditional country is used by external agents, 
such as mining companies. Documentation both object and paper based that can 
establish an ongoing connection with the land for the Indigenous people making a 
native title claim is sought by lawyers and anthropologists who are usually instructed by 
the language group making the claim. Objects found through these cultural heritage 
clearance projects and those objects housed in museums, such as the Christison 
collection, that demonstrate historical ties to the land can then be used as documentation 
in native title claims. The Christison collection is then particularly important for the 
Yirandali people involved in the native title claim currently lodged by Yirandali 
Operations Pty Ltd (QUD495/06), because of its meticulous documentation and because 
from the mid twentieth century onwards the Yirandali language group were subject to 
considerable geographic dispersal throughout Queensland. 
 
Historically, Yirandali land (map 3.2) stretches from around Porcupine Gorge, down 
and west to Richmond, south to Corfield and Winton, east to Muttaburra, and north to 
Torrens Creek in Northern Queensland. Norman Tindale’s 1975 survey notes the area of 
Yirandali land to be 41,600 square kilometres running from 144 degrees east to 21 
degrees south. Their land most notably encompasses Porcupine Gorge, an important 
geographical site for the Yirandali as the porcupine or echidna is one of their totemic 
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animals, which they must care for and are forbidden to harm or eat (CB004). Today, 
Yirandali people live across Australia, with the highest concentration remaining in 
Queensland, living in towns close to, or in replacement of the native settlements and 
reserves their ancestors were sent to. These include Cherbourg, Murgon, Richmond, 
Duaringa, Magnetic Island and the northern suburbs of Brisbane. Because of the way in 
which Yirandali people were dispersed across Queensland, contemporary Yirandali 
people don’t know or talk much about traditional ways of making objects, Yirandali 
language, or other cultural information. People are also unsure of which specific moiety 
that they are descended from and so simply refer to themselves using the all 
encompassing language group, Yirandali. However, because pastoralist Robert 
Christison’s historic notes on the Yirandali, made between 1866-1911, refer solely to 
the Dallebura, a Yirandali subgroup, rather than the Yirandali, it is important briefly to 
discuss the moieties that make up the Yirandali language group. In his published articles 
on the Aboriginal people he employed at Lammermoor Station, Robert Christison refers 
to only the Dallebura. In his diaries and in inscriptions on photographs taken by his wife, 
Mungobarra and Muttabarra people are also mentioned. Robert Christison used the 
name Dallebura to refer to all of the Yirandali he discussed because the majority of 
those whom he employed were Dallebura. However, there may have been people he 
hadn’t asked who worked on Lammermoor Station that weren’t Dallebura but were 
assumed to be so. 
 
Using Robert Christison’s notes, the ethnographies of Caroline Tennant Kelly (UQFL 
489) and interviews with contemporary Yirandali people (CB001-11) it seems that the 
Yirandali language group is divided into four tribes, Dallebura, Gutonbarra, 
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Mungobarra, and Muttabarra. Within this, each tribe seems to be divided into 4 moieties; 
Bunberry, Kobro, Koorookilla, and Woonggo. These are sometimes written as Banbari, 
Kupuru, Kulgila and Wungo. These moieties are not unique to the Yirandali and can be 
found amongst neighbouring language groups in Queensland. R Lauriston Sharp (1939) 
conducted a survey of the totemic organization of the language groups in north 
Queensland. He compared the various language groups and gave specifics for each one, 
listing 111 altogether. He divided the language groups into types and under the Okerlila 
type included the language groups Koko Patun, Waumin, Ambara, Kukatja, Maikudan, 
Maikulan, Maiabi and Workabunga, stating that all of them have ‘four named sections’ 
(Lauriston Sharp 1939:449) known as patrilineal moieties. The sections had the 
following four subgroups according to Lauriston Sharp, ‘Kuparu, Kurkila, Wunggu and 
Banbari’ (Lauriston Sharp 1939:450). These groups are directly north east of the 
Yirandali. Lauriston Sharp grouped the Yirandali into the Maithakudi type (Lauriston 
Sharp 1939:452) alongside the Ngawun, Agwamin, Wunumara, and Mayi-thakurti. He 
described these groups as also being divided into four sections, again ‘Kuparu, Kurkila, 
Wunggu and Banbari’ (Lauriston Sharp 1939:453). Alfred Radcliffe-Brown also 
identified an unnamed grouping of Queensland language groups that are ‘characterized 
by a system of four sections with the names Kupuru, Wungo, Kurkila, and Banbari, or 
variations of these’ (Radcliffe-Brown 1930:241). He noted that little is known about 
these language groups and attributed this to massacres by settlers and police over land 
claims. His ethnography adds that ‘throughout the eastern portion of it there are local 
groups with names formed by means of the suffix –bara, which have often been spoken 
of as tribes. It would seem, however, that they are really subdivisions of tribes, perhaps 
with some differences of dialect, and, therefore, constituting sub-tribes’ (Radcliffe-













tribes. Tennant Kelly’s ethnographies made at Cherbourg Native Settlement note that all 
of the language groups found at the native settlement ‘possess the same four-section 
marriage rule with exogamous moieties and matrilineal descent’ (Tennant Kelly 
1935:463). Lauriston Sharp came to similar conclusions in his ethnography he states 
that 
among most of these tribes the marriage rules lead to what may be termed 
maternal clan exogamy, a pattern which is usually expressed as a totemic rule to 
the effect that a man may not marry a woman who has the same totems as his 
mother, although his wife may be (and frequently is) a member of his mother’s 
clan and even have the same personal names as the mother 
- (Lauriston Sharp 1939:451).  
Aldophus Elkin confirms that this pattern is found amongst language groups in 
Queensland, describing the system as ‘a man of A marries a woman of B, children are 
D, and so on’ (Elkin 1933:74). We can see this same system reflected in the marriage 
patterns of the Yirandali as historically amongst the Yirandali these moieties can marry 
as follows: 
Bunberry Man + Koorookilla Woman = Woonggo child 
Bunberry Woman + Koorookilla Man = Kobro child 
Woonggo Man + Kobro Woman = Bunberry child 
Woonggo Woman + Kobro Man = Koorookilla child 
 
CB3 (CB004), a Yirandali woman, remembers her grandfather Jacob Chermside telling 
her about his totemic animal the porcupine or echidna. She recounts of how Mickey 
(figure 3.6) who is a Woonggo man married Mary (figure 3.7) a Kobro woman. They 











moiety. Jacob’s totemic animal was the porcupine, and so for his family Porcupine 
Gorge is a significant site.  
 
In the 1880s Robert Christison introduced the Yirandali to Christianity. Those that 
resided on Lammermoor Station converted and were baptized by the first Anglican 
Bishop of North Queensland, Bishop George Stanton (Bennett 1927:71). Stanton 
conducted a short church service at Lammermoor Station for about 60 people, during 
which ‘he baptised about a dozen Dallebura and married Wyma and Freddy-kanaka’ 
(Bennett 1927:153). The Yirandali have ceremonies for death and for initiation into 
adulthood. However, no ethnographies discuss the full details of these ceremonies and 
little is known about them by contemporary Yirandali people, the majority of whom 
either grew up in white households or on native settlements and who were descendants 
of people who lived on Lammermoor Station but who had not had this knowledge of 
ceremonies passed down to them. Yirandali people interviewed between 2010 and 2011 
spoke of the Seven Sisters as important creator beings for them. In the beginning the 
Sisters moved through the ancestral landscape, creating natural phenomena and 
involving themselves in ceremonial life. The Seven Sisters dreaming discusses how a 
man who wishes to have a non-sanctioned relationship with them pursues the seven 
sisters. They evade him and he chases them across the country. This man is in the 
wrong moiety to marry any of the sisters and so the Seven Sisters leap into the sky 
becoming the star constellation Pleiades. The man follows the Seven Sisters into the sky 
forming a star at the end of the constellation, forever marking his chase on the night sky 
(CB004). It should be noted that the Seven Sisters story is not unique to the Yirandali, 




Before Europeans made contact with the Yirandali, trade relations had been established 
between the Yirandali and the Guwa for wood (CB003). It is also possible that contact 
occurred between the Yirandali and the more northerly rainforest language groups, the 
Nyawaygi, Wargamaygan, Djrbalngun, Mbabaram, Yidinjiji and Djabugandji. A shield 
(fig 3.9) in the collections of the State Library of Queensland, which features typically 
rainforest motifs and colours, is attributed to the Yirandali. The shield forms part of the 
Christison collection, collected from the Yirandali by Robert Christison himself either, 
as a gift or in exchange for food or clothing. Thus for Robert Christison to have 
misattributed the object would be unusual. However, all contemporary Yirandali people, 
who have viewed the shield, have highlighted the designs and colours as not being 
Yirandali, with the caveat that the wood could be from Yirandali country. The rainforest 
language groups occupy the land on the Queensland coast going north from Townsville 
and Robert Christison notes that the Yirandali did often make use of materials in their 
objects that they could not source locally. For example, a necklace in the Christison 
collection at the British Museum (fig 3.10) is described as featuring a ‘sea shell 
obtained from the coast blacks in exchange for hard wood’ (EthDoc 903). ‘Shell, stone, 
ochre, pituri and wooden tools and weapons all circulated over hundreds of 
kilometres…shell pendants crossed the continent’ (Mulvaney 1976:80). The shell on the 
necklace in the Christison collection most likely formed part of the pearl shell trade 
network that operated across Australia. Kim Akerman and John Stanton cite the two 
main sources of pearl shell as the areas between Port Hedlund and the Buccaneer 
Archipelago in northwest Western Australia and the Cape York Peninsula. Generally 
the decorated shells were traded out of the location in Western Australia and the 
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undecorated shells were traded out of Cape York (Akerman and Stanton 1993).  John 
Mulvaney created a map charting the distribution of pearl shell across Australia based 
on early ethnographies and literary accounts of settler Aborigine relations. Although the 
map does not show a presence of pearl shell in Yirandali country, it does denote a 
presence in the neighbouring country of the Wunumara. As Yirandali country is 
equidistant between Western Australia and the Cape York Peninsula the Christison 
pearl shell could have come from either area. According to Akerman’s map of the 
distribution of Kimberley pearl shell, it would have reached as far as Wunumara 
country (Akerman and Stanton 1993:15), originating from the coastal Broome area. 
Akerman and Stanton claim that in the late 19th century engraved pearl shell from the 
Kimberley had a smaller distribution area than non-engraved Kimberley pearl shell. 
This may then account for the plain pearl shells in the Christison collection. Akerman 
and Stanton analysed contemporary and historic ethnographies to ascertain that both 
Henry Roth’s and John Bradley’s discussions of pearl shell movement attribute much of 
the pearl shell found in north west and central Queensland to trade routes coming from 
the Kimberley rather than coming from nearby Cape York or the Gulf of Carpentaria.  
 
Trade in materials amongst Indigenous groups occurred because of ‘seasonal movement 
of the group participation in ceremonies, status and kinship obligations, ritual 
reciprocity, traditional rights to exploit a distant quarry’ (Mulvaney 1976:73). Mulvaney 
attributes frequent movement between language groups over fairly short distances to 
ceremonies and economic trading. As newer methods of transport allowed greater travel 
and therefore greater possibilities for exchange and as Mulvaney notes, ‘a man who had 

















Cloncurry axe, a Boulia boomerang and wear shell pendants from Carpentaria and 
Kimberley’ (Mulvaney 1976:80).  
In northern Queensland the great trading or bartering system is more or less 
continually going on throughout the various districts. Certain trade routes, laid 
down from time immemorial along their own or messmates country, are 
followed by the members of a tribe or tribes, along which each knows that he is 
free to travel unmolested; these routes, of great or less extent, are rigidly adhered 
to 
- (McCarthy 1939:405).   
Many of these routes continued despite a settler presence on the land and ‘while some 
of the routes were altered to meet the changed conditions, the well-established trading 
systems were not seriously affected’ (McCarthy 1939:411). 
 
A relationship with the land and its resources has always been important to Yirandali 
people. Currently CB1, a Yirandali elder, is developing a database of native flora and 
fauna found on Yirandali country in order to teach younger people about their land and 
to better inform museums about the materials that their objects are made from. The 
database also plays host to a detailed listing of the locations of the Christison collection 
as it has been dispersed throughout the world. Both this information and the information 
about flora and fauna is being used in a native title case.  
 
Whilst the Yirandali appear to have traded for some resources, using the resources 
readily available to them was also important, and this is demonstrated through several 
of the Yirandali objects found in the collections of the British Museum. The 
boomerangs (fig 3.11) made by the Yirandali and other language groups in North-West 
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Queensland are typically made from a hardwood named acacia georginae or gidyea. It 
is then rubbed with emu oil and occasionally stained with red ochre, giving it a dark 
patina. The boomerangs in this area all have a slight curve and the ends are usually 
tapered into a point. Through comparing a selection of boomerangs from the area 
around Lammermoor Station, the designs on the front body of the boomerangs are 
usually geometric; with crosshatched chevron shapes that Philip Jones (1996:28) argues 
may represent the maker’s totemic designs. Examples of boomerangs whose shape, 
colour and designs reflect those of the Yirandali can be found in the collections of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art (fig 3.12), the Harvard Peabody Museum (fig 3.13) and 
the Field Museum (fig 3.14). All of these boomerangs originate from either within what 
is termed Yirandali country, or from within the surrounding districts, demonstrating not 
just a consistency in type throughout that region, but also indicating possible contact 
between the Yirandali and members of nearby language groups in addition to the Guwa. 
The prevalence of boomerangs from neighbouring language groups, or from areas 
inhabited by the Yirandali in the collections of other museums also allows us to 
understand how Robert Christison and others were interacting with the Yirandali and 
other Aboriginal groups in the area, if we consider who was collecting them and how. 
The boomerang in the Field Museum was obtained through an exchange with the 
Australian Museum who listed J.F. Connelly as the possible collector. Connelly was a 
surveyor in the late 1890s who primarily collected objects from Western Australia. A 
report from the Western Mail in Perth lists Connelly as taking contracts in Northern 
New South Wales, and so it is possible that he ventured into Queensland where he may 
have collected the boomerang (Western Mail, 3 November, 1949: 12). The boomerang 
in the Harvard Peabody Museum was purchased from the World’s Columbian 
Exposition in Chicago in 1893. The museum ledger notes that the boomerang was 
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purchased from the New South Wales exhibit in the ethnology building and lists a 
pastoralist as the original collector (x-file 94-14). Finally the boomerang in the 
collections of the Metropolitan Museum of Art was collected by Reverend J.T. Huston, 
a priest in Queensland and South Australia until 1907. Huston appears to have been 
collecting objects from Aboriginal people he was baptising.  
 
These collections represent a variety of professions, with a pastoralist, a surveyor, and a 
missionary collecting boomerangs from within a similar area of Queensland, roughly 
between the late 1880s until the 1910s, the same time period as Robert Christison. By 
looking at these other collections it gives us an idea of the context within which Robert 
Christison was collecting and working. The majority of people in northwest Queensland 
during this period were pastoralists because there were few other industries supported at 
the time. The occupation of surveyor and missionary would have meant that Huston and 
Connelly would have only been in North West Queensland for a short period of time, as 
both men were working in other areas of Australia. Whilst the motivations of the 
collector of the Harvard Peabody boomerang may have been similar to that of Robert 
Christison, Huston and Connelly may have simply collected without motivation as they 
moved across the landscape.  
 
These small fragments of what could be Yirandali material culture, or that of their 
neighbours demonstrate a practice of collecting within the region, not limited to Robert 
Christison. His harmonious and respectful relationship with the Aboriginal people 
around Lammermoor Station has been questioned by historian Mark Cryle (2009). 
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Cryle (2009) writes that while Robert Christison's treatment of Aboriginal people was 
more humane than that of other European settlers, his motivations were more practical 
and his actions more brutal than Bennett (1927) implies. Robert Christison's main aim 
was to make a profit and build a successful pastoral station. To do this, he needed a 
reliable supply of cheap labour and as I have discussed the Yirandali provided this. 
Bennett (1927) writes that Robert Christison tried to protect the Yirandali from the 
violence and retribution of the native police. But Cryle (2009) argues that the native 
police camped on Lammermoor Station and that Robert Christison did not discourage 
them from punishing sheep stealers. In 1907 Robert Christison was corresponding with 
the Protector for Aborigines in Hughenden (POA/K1). These letters contain suggestions 
made by Robert Christison relating to the treatment of the Yirandali and the problem of 
half-caste children. However the paper records no longer survive and so we cannot 
know what was contained in this correspondence. Looking at Robert Christison’s 
diaries however, provides us with an alternate representation to Bennett’s (1927) 
somewhat idealised view of her father and station life. Bennett never denies that Robert 
Christison allowed native police onto his property, writing that Robert Christison 
allowed the native police onto Lammermoor Station in the knowledge that if any harm 
came to the Yirandali he would ‘run you in for assault to Bowen’ (Bennett 1927:84). 
Their presence on Lammermoor Station is also confirmed in a letter written by Bowly, 
which reads ‘the native police have just been here’ (C W Bowly letters M272 box 5130). 
 
Cryle also argues that there is a disparity between how Bennett described Robert 
Christison’s treatment of the Yirandali and what his actual opinion of them was. 
Bennett writes that Robert Christison’s method of punishment was ‘wallopings for the 
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naughty, tobacco and rations for the faithful blacks’ (Bennett 1927:81). However, in 
Robert Christison’s diary we see a less kindly approach:  
I have now made up my mind to treat them like wild animals, kindness is no use. 
The better they are treated the worse they are- war to the knife with the men and 
the whip to the boys. Have now tried all means to civilise them, they now have 
themselves to blame for what will accrue thereafter and they will soon find out 
how bitter enemies we are when forced to punish them 
-  (TR1867 box 9568).  
Robert Christison appears to have been caught between idealism and the reality of the 
situation, which was proving more difficult than he had imagined.  
	  
Just as Cryle critiques Bennett’s narrative of Robert Christison it is important when 
considering this very contentious period of Queensland history, to consider the agenda 
more generally of the historians who are providing the accounts of this history. Bain 
Attwood had stated that ‘history is not the past but always the past represented and re-
presented’ (Attwood 2001:188). In this quote Attwood is describing how history writing 
is typically shaped by the ‘wider cultural and political discourses of the time’ (Attwood 
2001:188). In Christison of Lammermoor Bennett places her father on a pedestal in 
order to set him apart from other pastoralists at that time. We know Robert Christison 
was a liberal pastoralist, and that he had a successful working relationship with the 
Yirandali on Lammermoor Station; the Christison collection and its documentation is 
evidence of this. However Bennett’s portrayal of an idealistic man with no flaws, who 
made no mistakes, hides the complexity of Robert Christison’s relationship with 
Indigenous people. In her later writings Bennett is critical of pastoralists and what she 
perceives as their exploitation of Indigenous people (Paisely 2000), thus what appears to 
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underlie Bennett’s narrative in Christison of Lammermoor is a fear that her father isn’t 
that unique. 
 
When William Stanner spoke about ‘the great Australian silence’ (Stanner 1968) he was 
referring not to a complete lack of all narratives on Indigenous people in Australian 
history writing but instead to the things that Australians have ‘unconsciously resolved 
not to discuss…the story, in short, of the unacknowledged relations between two racial 
groups’ (Attwood and Foster 2003:1). Writing in response to Stanner, and within this 
new political milieu, Reynolds’ writing ‘overturned a series of historical falsehoods 
regarding British colonisation’ (Attwood and Foster 2003:4). In a review of Reynold’s 
contribution to the documentation of Australian history, Attwood and Griffiths argue 
that Reynolds ‘extended and subverted the radical nationalist story and offered a way of 
embracing Indigenous experience within familiar tropes’ (Attwood and Griffiths 
2009:50). Reynolds’ writing on relations between settlers and Indigenous people in 
Queensland emphasises the negative qualities of settlers, and applies the virtues that are 
often attributed to them, to the Indigenous population instead. Recognising that 
Reynolds’ was writing as a revisionist historian, and that as Frank Bongiorno argues 
Reynolds was in fact trying to ‘recast certain powerful settler myths for a post-imperial 
Australia’ (Bongiorno 2009:1), is important in thinking about Reynolds’ work. His 
writing is important for analysing race relations during settlement in Queensland, and 
thus pertinent for this thesis. It is not the only source though, and like Bennett’s 
narrative needs to be read within the wider political framework of the period it is written 
in. Reynolds’ writing is responding to Stanner’s silence, creating a narrative that he saw 
as lacking. Bennett’s writing is responding not to a lack of accounts about settler and 
Indigenous relations, but to a lack of accounts of successful relationships between 
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settlers and Indigenous people at that time. Both Reynolds’ and Bennett frame their 
narratives to fit a purpose. Thus this thesis draws on these primary and secondary 
accounts to contextualise the Christison collection, and it also draws on Indigenous oral 
histories. 
 
In 1911 Robert Christison transferred the leases of Maude Place No.4, Lammermoor, 
Wowra and Ullin to Henry Albert Coldham and James Alison (Queensland State 
Archives LAN/AF 732). The Lammermoor holding comprised of Lammermoor, Coxon, 
Baruta, Ashton, Raff’s Creek and Redpath Stations. Cameron Downs which was 
previously owned by Robert Christison’s brother Tom was sold to Andrew Crombie. 
Bennett’s account of the sale implies that Robert Christison wanted to ‘find a purchaser 
who will treat my blacks well’ (Bennett 1927:246) and allow them to stay on the 
property, recognizing that it was their land. According to Bennett ‘the wife of the new 
owner of Lammermoor cared tenderly for the old blacks and sent frequent news of them 
to Christison’ (Bennett 1927:267). However whilst some of the older Yirandali people 
remained at Lammermoor Station, and some remained on Robert Christison’s other 
stations, many others were sent to Cherbourg and Woorabinda Native Settlements, Palm 
Island or Hughenden Reserve. 
 
Movement to native settlements from pastoral stations and the surrounding land began 
at the beginning of the 20th century in Queensland. Where you were sent ‘would all 
depend on the colour of your skin, if you were darker you went to Palm Island or 
Bamigah and up the coast, the lighter skinned ones went to Yarabah, or Cherbourg’ 
(CB002). If you had polio or leprosy you were sent to Phantom Island. Hughenden also 
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‘had an Aboriginal reserve, the people they used to send there [went] to work at 
Richmond, and... when they got old and couldn’t do anything they got sent back to 
Hughenden’ (CB002).  
 
In the 1990s these policies of removal were investigated when the Human Rights and 
Equal Opportunity Commission Inquiry was conducted into the forced separation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from their families. The subsequent 
report, the Bringing Them Home Report, released in 1997, gave a very public voice to 
the Indigenous children who were removed from their families in the name of 
civilisation and assimilation. The policy of removing Indigenous children from their 
families came from a variety of concerns cited by administration and government 
officials, and Protectors of Aborigines. These included protecting half-caste children 
who had been abandoned by their families and concern over the presence of half-caste 
children and their place in civilised white society. Children were removed to either 
missions or native settlements where they would be taught how to be what was termed 
civilised. It was thought that whilst these children were in a safe environment, their 
Aboriginality could be eliminated and ultimately bred out. These children also formed 
the basis of a ready supply of cheap labour. Occasionally station owners arranged for 
Aboriginal people in their care to be made exempt, meaning that the Protector of 
Aborigines could not remove them from that situation. CB6, a Yirandali elder, recalls 
that her ‘mum and dad were exempt from that because my mum was brought up by the 
mayor of the town, in high society the protector knows you are being well looked after 
and there is no need to send you elsewhere around the country’ (CB002). Despite this 
exemption, CB6’s mother still had to ask permission from the local protector to get 
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married to her husband. Robert Christison arranged for many of the Yirandali working 
on Lammermoor Station to be exempt. However, when he sold Lammermoor Station 
and returned to England in 1911, many of the Yirandali were sent away, either to work 
on neighbouring stations or to the native settlements at Cherbourg and Woorabinda.  
 
Jacob Chermside, who had grown up on Lammermoor Station, was sent to Cherbourg. 
Later on, the children of Ada Lammermoor, who had grown up on Lammermoor Station 
were sent to Woorabinda Native Settlement.  In the 1920s, the children of Nellie Hill 
and Henry James Luco (who worked on Lammermoor Station and Cameron Downs), 
were sent to work on Marathon Station west of the Robert Christison’s properties. Later, 
Nellie’s granddaughters, CB6 and her sister, were sent to live with the Mayor of 
Hughenden, J V Suter, and were brought up alongside Suter’s children. When they were 
old enough they became domestic workers in the household.  
 
The Walker family purchased Oakley station when Robert Christison sold everything in 
1911. Kiara Christison, son of Barney, who worked on Lammermoor Station and 
Oakley, remained a stockman there. The Johnson family then bought the station in 1944 
and Kiara again remained as a stockman. However, in 1950 the station was again sold, 
but this time Kiara decided to remain with the Johnson family and moved with them to 
Charters Towers, where they ran a stock agency. Kiara became very well known within 
Charters Towers. He is buried in the cemetery there and even has a street named after 
him. The children of Kiara and his wife Polly were sent to Cherbourg. The largest 
concentration of Yirandali people today is at Cherbourg, which now functions as a 
township. The effect of mixing different language groups at Cherbourg and then forcing 
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people to speak English is evident today. Whilst people are aware of their cultural 
ancestry there is little knowledge of languages, ceremonies and material culture. 
Similarly, those Yirandali people who were brought up in white households rather than 
being sent to missions were also forced to speak English and a result feel that they 
‘never knew how it felt to be Aboriginal’ (CB003).  
 
CB6’s family are one of the few Yirandali families that have remained in any real 
proximity to traditional country. By ‘1934 one third of Indigenous people in Queensland 
were living on missions and settlements’ (Bringing Them Home Report 1997:64). 
CB3’s ancestors were removed and sent to Cherbourg and for them the Bringing Them 
Home Report gives validation to the oral histories and the Indigenous narratives that 
have discussed issues associated with the stolen generations. The report discusses in 
intricate detail the realities of life at settlements such as Cherbourg, with one witness 
commenting that  
we could not leave Cherbourg to go to Aboriginal traditional festivals. We 
could have a corroboree if the Protector issued a permit. It was completely up 
to him. I never had a chance to learn about my traditional and customary way 
of life when I was on the reserve. 
- (Bringing Them Home Report 1997:133). 
For CB3’s family in particular the Christison collection represents ties back to country 
and especially the country that their ancestors would speak of. Christison of 
Lammermoor (1927) gave them a chance to learn about their customary way of life. 
 
Bennett (1927) noted that Robert Christison kept in touch with the Yirandali he had 
cared so much for, yet from the records that survive, it was Robert Christison’s other 
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daughter, Helen Roberts, who maintained a relationship with the Yirandali independent 
of her sister and father. In 1948 Roberts wrote to the superintendent at Cherbourg 
Native Settlement requiring permission ‘to correspond with some of the blacks whose 
parents I knew as a child’ (TR1867/271). Roberts corresponded with Jacob Chermside 
and his daughter Sheila, and Daisy Carlo, daughter of Kiara, all of whom were living at 
Cherbourg. She also corresponded with Kiara whilst he was living at Oakley station. 
Roberts would send parcels of clothes, food and money, and the Yirandali had no 
problems in requesting more, as we see Daisy Carlo write in 1957. She asks ‘could you 
send me a few bob, I would like to buy a little bit of fruit’ (TR1867/284). Roberts was 
also compiling her own ethnography of the Yirandali and in 1948 she sent Jacob 
Chermside a list of questions about the Yirandali to answer, regarding land divisions 
and uses of objects. Through the letters we hear of the deaths of Kiara, Jacob and Daisy, 
and then the correspondence comes to an end. Roberts’ desire to remain in contact with 
the people she had grown up with, and Jacob’s reference to himself as ‘her brother’ 
(TR1867/316) demonstrated the positive relationship the Christison family and the 
Yirandali had.  
 
 
3.2 The Christison Collection and the British Museum 
Robert Christison collected objects made by the Yirandali whom he befriended and 
employed on Lammermoor Station. Many of these objects were donated to the British 
Museum between 1901 and 1904. Robert Christison then co-wrote with James Edge-
Partington, an article in the journal Man on the weaponry he had donated to the British 
Museum (Christison and Edge-Partington 1903). Robert Christison’s wife also recorded 

















depicting the liberal relationship between her husband and the Yirandali people who 
lived and worked at the station. On the 3 March 1927 the British Museum received a 
letter from Bennett offering additions to the Christison collection, writing ‘I would like 
it done in my fathers name say, thus from Mrs Bennett for her father Robert Christison’ 
(British Museum Correspondence Bennett 11/6/1927) (see appendix 12 for a full 
collection list). She also offered to donate photographs taken by her mother, Mrs 
Christison of the Yirandali, generously suggesting that she could provide accounts and 
biographies of each person photographed.  
 
The Christison collection was formed through exchange between members of the 
Christison family and the Yirandali for food and clothes, and through gifts from the 
Yirandali to the Christison family. Just as Litchfield’s Far North Memories provides 
clues to the way Litchfield was acquiring objects, Christison of Lammermoor reveals  
the relationships that produced the collection, and give clues to the potential agency of 
the Yirandali in its formation. In 1927, Bennett donated three goon-berroonna [message 
sticks] to the British Museum. Message sticks were used by the Yirandali living at 
Lammermoor Station to convey messages across distance by means of a symbol carved 
on a piece of wood that was both easy to carry and understandable to those Aboriginal 
people using them. Mathews (1897) writes: 
generally the stick is given to the messenger to assist him in remembering the 
heads of the message by connecting them with certain pictures, marks, or 
notches cut upon it, which are explained to him before he sets out on his journey. 
The stick also serves as his credentials, being a confirmation or guarantee of the 
genuineness of the message 












Often the person who has carried the stick will then convey the meaning to the receiver 
of the message. The majority of the goon-berroonna in the Christison collection convey 
messages between the Yirandali and the Christison family, such as (fig 3.15), which is a 
message from Mickey reading: ‘Mickey wants warm coat, shirt and trousers.  Mickey 
plenty look out dog, (meaning is looking after the kangaroo hounds)’ (Bennett 1927:42). 
Whilst another goon-berroonna (fig 3.16) is a message from Wyma to Bennett reading 
‘Me been lose myself along a native creek, no more like it that again like children 
Bogunda got him well fellow puppy. Me Mary Mickey no more sick, get him plenty 
work and partner. Me and altogether want I’m see him gone good bye’ (Bennett 
1927:67). All three goon-berroonnas donated have a single linear zigzag running across 
the stick. Best (2003) has grouped these into the Eyre region of message sticks, which 
originate from the eastern area of North-west Queensland and ‘are decorated with a 
simple, single design motif such as zigzags or straight notches’ (Best 2003:110). 
Bennett further contextualises the goon-berroonnas, describing how ‘a written language 
was in process of making notches, dots, and vandykes being cut in message sticks to  
send news and to call and appoint places and times for assembling a kind of tally’ 
(Bennett 1930:31). Bennett also donated two axes or tomahawks in 1927, one of which 
(fig 3.17) was a present from Wyma to Bennett, and made by Barney. Bennett describes 
receiving this gift when Robert Christison visited London in 1888, writing that he 
unpacked ‘dilly-bags that Wyma had netted for them, three small tomahawks from 
Barney, kangaroo skins and a collection of Dalleburra weapons’ (Bennett 1927:179). 
Bennett also describes how more gifts were received, noting how in the production of 
boomerangs  
he [the Aborigine] loved his craft and would ornament what he was making with 
symmetrical and delicately incised patterns. When he had finished it he would 
give it away readily 
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- (Bennett 1930:23). 
These gifts given by the Yirandali and made specifically for the Christison family could 
be understood as Yirandali agency in the formation of the Christison collection. 
Possibly aware that Robert Christison had already made a donation of objects to the 
British Museum in 1901 and then again in 1904, the Yirandali on Lammermoor Station 
may have chosen to give specific objects as gifts in order to shape the way that they 
would be represented to outsiders.  
 
 
Objects in the collection also demonstrate the collaborative relationship between Robert 
Christison and the Yirandali and in particular how Christian made an effort to learn 
about the Yirandali and their culture. Robert Christison made kingplates for many of the 
Yirandali men that lived on Lammermoor Station. Whilst one is not in the British 
Museum, one has survived in the collections of the State Library of Queensland. The 
kingplate (fig 3.18) is inscribed with Barney’s European name, as well as his moiety 
and birthplace. Not all king plates demonstrate this depth of cultural knowledge and 
Robert Christison took the time to learn about Barney’s life and his place within the 
Yirandali language group, recognising Barney’s cultural heritage, as well as his place in 
Robert Christison’s world. However, king plates are also very contentious objects. They 
are examples of the attempts of settlers to engage with Indigenous people. Also known 
as nameplates, king plates, queen plates, brass plates, and Aboriginal gorgets: 
It is believed that the first Australian Aboriginal breastplate was given in 1815 to 
Bungaree of the Broken Bay Tribe (Sydney) by Governor Lachlan Macquarie. 
The original gorget in history was of military origin and was part of a suit of 
armour worn by medieval knights. The neck or gorge was protected by the neck 
plate (gorget). The giving of breastplates was often an attempt by the European 
authorities, public figures and well-known identities to win our support and co-
operation from the local Aborigines by conferring merit  
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- (ACC 6703A p.19).  
 
They originated as gorgets worn by British Army officers. Made of tin, brass or copper 
they would have been worn around the neck on a ribbon and were modelled on those 
given to Native North Americans by Europeans in the 18th century (Cleary 1993). 
Initially, they were given to Indigenous people who exhibited the desire to become 
civilised, meaning to wear European clothes, work with settlers and live in a way 
similar to them (Cleary 1993). In Queensland this evolved into them being given to 
Aboriginal people who had established good relationships, such as Barney, with the 
settler/s. By giving that Aborigine a king plate the settler was appointing that person 
king or leader of some kind in that area. Thus, these gifts also demonstrate the inability 
of settlers to understand existing systems of authority. The titles imposed by settlers 
would sometimes generate friction within the language group. Robert Christison did not 
inscribe the word king onto any of his kingplates, perhaps in an attempt to avoid some 
of these tensions. 
 
 
By drawing again on the narrative in Christison of Lammermoor we can also tease out 
some of the original uses of the objects that were donated in 1927, as well as how they 
were made. In 1927 Bennett donated a koolbinny [throwing stick or spear thrower], (fig 
3.19). She describes the koolbinny as  
a flat stick, about thirty inches long...[in order to throw it] the arm was drawn 
back, the weapon levelled to the eye, a quivering motion given to the spear to 
steady it, and it was hurled with a rapidity, force and precision quite incredible  
- (Bennett 1927:102).  
The koolbinny, consists of a straight shaft or wooderry wood with a wooden peg 
attached to one end with kangaroo-tail sinews by means of holes pierced for the 
	  	  
183	  
purpose and fixed by gum extracted from the beefwood tree mixed with 
beeswax  
- (Christison and Edge-Partington 1903:38).  
There is an emphasis on weaponry in the Christison collection and Bennett describes 
how the Yirandali could often be seen ‘carrying spears and clubs (fig 3.20), and with 
greenstone tomahawks, quartz knives (fig 3.21), and boomerangs (fig 3.22) thrust 
through their belts of spun opossum hair’ (Bennett 1927:103). Robert Christison 
elaborates,  
for in the manufacture of their mace-headed clubs (timmy-timmy) they choose a 
piece of wood of such a thickness that when carved will leave the head cut like a 
cameo in yellow, while the shaft is dark brown. These clubs are made in two 
sizes for single or double combat, and their heads are often whitened with a 
mixture of red sandstone, the gum of the red wood tree, and red clay or black 
with charcoal, after which they are polished by rubbing them with emu oil  
- (Christison and Edge-Partington 1903:38).  
Unlike Litchfield’s collection, this emphasis on weaponry reinforces the gender 
differences between the primary collectors in the Litchfield and Christison collections. 
As most of the objects were used by men this provides us with some context for the 
relationships Robert Christison had with the Yirandali working on his station. Very few 
women are photographed or described as living at Lammermoor Station, suggesting that 
Robert Christison’s interactions were mainly with men. The women that did live on the 
station tended to be married to men who worked on the station. Whether or not this was 
a policy of Robert Christison’s is unclear but it may be where Bennett’s ideas about 

















In total, between 1927 and 1930, the British Museum accepted a collection of 47 
photographs3 taken by Mrs Christison and 17 objects originally collected by Robert 
Christison, all donated by Bennett. In 1953 the museum received a further 22 objects 
collected by Bennett in Western Australia. As a part of the 1927 donation Bennett also 
donated a copy of Christison of Lammermoor annotated with her own notes. The book 
is now housed in the British Library and features a handwritten inscription on the front 
page; 
Presented to the British Museum by the compiler. Feb: 8 1929. Other copies 
have been accepted by the Bodleian, the University Library Cambridge, the 
National Library of Scotland, the Universities of Adelaide, Melbourne, Sydney 
and Queensland, and the Public Library of Perth and Townsville. M.M. Bennett.  
 
The British Museum did not accept all of the objects Bennett offered for donation and 
so the Horniman Museum received a fire-saw and the Pitt Rivers Museum received a 
fire-saw and two wooden clubs. In reference to Robert Christison’s Scottish heritage 
Bennett also donated a set of nineteen photographs and notes duplicated from those left 
with the British Museum, as well as a map of Yirandali country with the Royal Scottish 
Museum. The Royal Scottish Museum, now National Museums Scotland in Edinburgh, 
unfortunately destroyed the photographic collection. Finally, Bennett also donated all of 
her father’s diaries, personal papers and a selection of 14 objects to the State Library of 
Queensland. Bennett clearly realized that there was no other ethnography of the 
Yirandali, and by choosing to send her book and selections of objects to museums 
across the United Kingdom and in Australia, she was ensuring her father’s legacy in the 
museum world.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  3	  To date there are 53 photographs in the British Museum collections. From the original donation two 
photographs are lost. 8 photographs in the current collection are copy prints.	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It is clear from the documentation provided for the objects Bennett donated in both 
1927 and 1953 that she understood the desire of museums to have fully provenanced 
objects. Like Litchfield she used photography as a means of illustration to provide 
further context to the objects she had collected, enlivening them and using them to 
project her own perceptions of Aboriginal society onto an unfamiliar audience. Unlike 
Litchfield, Bennett was not concerned with monetary gain, rather the academic 
reputation of her and her father. However, like Litchfield, she was attempting to change 
peoples’ perceptions of Indigenous people and her second donation in 1953 is an 
example of this. This donation fulfilled an ambition to collect objects, as she noted in an 
earlier letter to the British Museum that she had not used her ‘opportunities to make a 
full collection of perfectly brought implements is one of my regrets’ (British Museum 
Correspondence Bennett 11/6/1927). This donation seems to be an attempt to 
distinguish herself from her father, as in her later life she criticized pastoralists and so 
these objects emphasize the important roles of both men and women in Indigenous 
society. 
 
Bennett also understood the importance of the material and included curatorial 
suggestions for the donation in 1927. She writes: 
to make a mass of information available to the public, I would suggest that the 
photographs should be shown in a stand (like the leaves of a book) showing first 
a map of the Dallebura country 
- (British Museum Correspondence 15/3/1927).  
In addition, Bennett donated some of her father’s notes and an English-Dallebura 
dictionary that he had compiled. Her intimate knowledge of the people in the 
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photographs that now make up the Christison photograph collection, which includes 
portraits of Barney or Ko-Bro, Kyra, Mickey or Woonggo, Mary or Nowun-junger, 
Wyma or Booloodea Timullinya, Nelly, Warmbunny, Billy, Topsy, Tommy, Jacob and 
Charley, allows one to be able to create partial biographies for many of these people. 
However the full biographies that she promised to include are still untraceable. 
 
3.3 Mary Montgomerie Bennett, the Indigenous people, and the Feminists. 
After the publication of Christison of Lammermoor and the dispersal of her family’s 
collections, Bennett felt compelled to get more directly involved with Indigenous 
activism. In 1927 Bennett had heard Constance Cooke speak in London at the annual 
Anti-Slavery Society lecture. The British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society was 
founded in 1839 to ‘celebrate the emancipation of slaves in British colonial territories 
six years earlier’ (Holland 1995:55). Cooke was a member of the Aborigines Welfare 
Committee of the Women’s Non-Party Association in South Australia, as well as being 
a founding member of the Aborigines Protection League, established by former anti-
slavery campaigners in the United Kingdom. ‘Australian feminists thus used their 
awareness of themselves as colonisers to extend the political boundaries of their 
enterprise as women of Empire’ (Holland 1995:55). Their arguments hinged on their 
understanding of Indigenous people as British subjects, subject to the law of the crown 
and its benefits. Inspired by Cooke, Bennett joined the British Commonwealth League. 
Her membership of the BCL was also due to a visit Bennett made to Anthony Martin 
Fernando in a London jail in July 1929. Fernando was an Aboriginal and African 
American man who campaigned heavily all over Europe on the ‘condition of his people’ 
(Holland 2005: 131). Bennett felt that more people needed to give voice to the problems 
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being experienced by Indigenous people. The Indigenous Rights movement that Bennett 
joined brought together a diverse group of people, and produced debates relevant within 
‘labour history, feminist history and Aboriginal history’ (Holland 1995:52). The 
contribution of the movement to a variety of discourses demonstrates its complex 
nature, and how its campaigns were not limited to a single aspect of Indigenous life.  
 
In 1891 Raymond Evans analysed Aboriginal labour patterns in Queensland, producing 
a map of what he described as slavery in Australia. This concentrated for the first time 
not just on indentured Pacific Islander labourers, but Indigenous ones also. Forty years 
on from this the concept of the treatment of Indigenous people as being akin to slavery 
was championed by Bennett and the Australian women feminists who were comparing 
notions of slavery in America to the way that Indigenous people, particularly women, 
were being treated. Bennett compared the way that Indigenous people are treated to 
slavery because, ‘they are outlawed [and] they are under a system analogous to slavery’ 
(Bennett 1930:87).  Bennett and the feminist movement’s suggestion was that police, 
governors and workers in remote communities and on stations should be married to stop 
abuse occurring. The movement also called for  
women protectors be appointed in North and Central Australia [where they saw 
the most problems], and that women with police powers be appointed to act in 
the neighbourhood of construction camps 
- (Bennett 1930:126).  
Bennett helped to 
drive a feminist campaign for an honourable native policy which included a call 
for Aboriginal people to free themselves from undesirable customs such as 
polygamy and Aboriginal women to freely choose a marriage partner 
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- (Cole 2005:12).  
Unfortunately this campaign was initially unsuccessful with an all male administration 
predominately concerned with the issue of half-caste marriage. Part of the impetus of 
the feminist campaign was also the belief that Indigenous people were dying out and 
whilst Bennett’s early writing’s attempted to produce a salvage ethnography of the 
‘Dallebura people (now practically extinct)’ (British Museum Correspondence Bennett 
15/3/1927), her later campaigns attempted to ‘prevent the Aboriginal people from 
merely dying out’ (Holland 2005:130), a fear which is reflected in the line from the The 
Australian Aboriginal as a Human Being; ‘parted from their land the race dies surely as 
an uprooted tree’ (Bennett 1930:15).  
 
Bennett’s work with the feminists is where distinct differences begin to appear between 
her views and the views of Jessie Litchfield. ‘Ernestine Hill and J. Litchfield both 
rejected activist women’s challenge to Aboriginal policy as emblematic of southerners’ 
ignorance of the real Australia’ (Paisley 2000:33). In a letter between Litchfield and A. 
P. Elkin, Litchfield wrote that  
the Southern-based reform movement was a product of the dysgenic 
urbanisation consisting of a crowd of hysterical over-civilised sheep-minded 
humans who failed to understand that the lubra has no honour 
- (Paisley 2000:33).  
In retaliation Olive Pink branded Litchfield a ‘territorian, alluding to her loyalty to 
pastoralists and her rejection of Aboriginal Rights’ (Paisley 2000:46). The key phrase 
here is Pink’s allusion to Litchfield’s pastoralist loyalties. One would assume that as 
someone who had championed her father’s collections and his work on the pastoral 
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station at Lammermoor, that Bennett could be accused of the same tendencies. However, 
this is where she and Litchfield differ. Bennett quickly rejected her old life when she 
became involved with the feminist campaigns. Bennett criticized forced labour and in 
particular criticized the system of labour within with Litchfield participated, where 
Aboriginal people were sent to work for white people in Darwin. She claimed that these 
Aboriginal people were ‘accommodated in dormitories which acted as reservoirs of 
cheap labour [and so as such] there could be no freedom of contract in a country where 
such coercion was legal’ (Holland 1995:47). In 1932 in a letter to the Australian Board 
of Missions Review she wrote of the exploitation of the land and the native people by 
pastoralists, criticizing the government’s compliance in this injustice, writing that  
it pays the White man to dispossess the natives of their land wholesale, because 
the Government permits them to impress the natives as labour without paying 
them…Practically all the work of the white people…is done by unpaid natives 
- (Lake 1999:120).  
 
Bennett’s role in the feminist campaigns began in London, but really gained force once 
she returned to Australia.  After meeting Cooke, Bennett was then introduced to 
Cooke’s friend, Edith Jones, who was President of the Victorian Women Citizen’s 
Movement. Impressed by Jones, Bennett lobbied the BCL to get Jones to speak at their 
annual conference on Indigenous women as Jones had given evidence at the 1927 Royal 
Commission on the Constitution drawing the commission’s attention to the sexual abuse 
of Indigenous women. During the conference the BCL established an Aborigines Sub-
Committee, and in 1930 Jones became a member of this. In 1930 both Bennett and 
Jones also gave papers at the annual BCL conference. In that same year, Cooke gave a 
paper on ‘The Status of Aboriginal Women in Australia to the Pan-Pacific Women’s 
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Conference’ (Lake 1999:117). Cooke’s paper worried the Australian Government who 
believed it would be a damming account of colonial Indigenous relations, and 
demanded that a reply be accepted from them in response to Cooke’s paper, which 
would then be published in the conference report, alongside Cooke’s paper. Key to 
Cooke’s argument was the idea of two wrongs committed during settlement: ‘when the 
original inhabitants were deprived of all their lands by the legal device of declaring 
them the property of the Crown. Women, as well as men, were relegated thus to the 
position of serfs…The second great wrong to the race has been the interference of the 
white man with the native woman’ (Lake 1999:118). Unlike Litchfield, who chose to 
advocate the rights of Indigenous people through her own individual means, Bennett’s 
‘agenda was pushed through her affiliation’ (Holland 2005: 134) with these 
organizations. In 1930, inspired again by Fernando and now also her work with the 
BCL, Bennett published her second book The Australian Aboriginal as a Human Being, 
providing a historical account and discussion of the treatment of Indigenous people 
throughout Australia. 
 
Bennett’s return to Australia and her deeper involvement with the Australian feminists 
was linked to her marriage to Captain Charles Bennett. Bennett’s family did not 
approve of her marriage to Charles who was significantly older. After their marriage she 
became estranged from her family. When Charles died in 1927 she decided to put her 
affairs in order and return to Australia, remaining alienated from her family for the rest 
of her life. May O’Brien, an Aboriginal woman who was taught by Bennett at Mount 
Margaret Mission in Leonora recalls that Bennett ‘always wore black, she was always 
in mourning’ (CB009). O’Brien believed this was mourning for both Charles and her 
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family who she never spoke to. After Bennett’s death her sister Helen Cameron Roberts 
was notified of the event by Reverend Griffiths. In a letter from Roberts to Griffiths, 
who was living in Kalgoorlie, Roberts writes, 
then Captain Bennett died and everything had gone from my sister. Then she got 
her call. You will see now why she cut out all connection with her family and 
friends. We would all have tried to keep her from her resolve. She could only 
think of us as a part of the world she wished to give up  
- (Roberts 1961).  
 
When she returned to Australia in 1930 Bennett actively took up the cause of 
Indigenous women seeing their treatment as a major problem to be dealt with:  
interference with native women by white men is the chief cause of trouble with 
the natives’ (Bennett 1930:114). Bennett states that ‘one deplorable result of the 
semi-starvation that often exists is, that the women find the temptation to 
supplement their meager resources by trading in prostitution too strong to 
withstand 
- (Bennett 1930:115).  
Drawing on her early experiences Bennett declared in a lecture to the Women’s Service 
Guild of Western Australia that,  
quite the worst thing that I saw in the north was the attitude of the average white 
man to native women…it is so much the accepted thing in the north for white 
men to abuse native women 
- (Rischbieth MS2004/12/302).  
Another woman concerned with the exploitation of Indigenous women was Olive Pink, 
an anthropologist. Marcus (1993) argues that early female anthropologists such as Olive 
Pink, Daisy Bates, Phyllis Kaberry and Ursula McConnell had the same qualifications 
as their male equivalents, Baldwin Spencer, Frank Gillen, and Alfred Howitt. While 
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these men were well respected and revered, the women were not, which led, Marcus 
believes, to their marginalisation, alienation and consequent eccentricities. Marcus goes 
on to note that many of these women relied on male patronage to get them into the field 
in the first place, but that this patronage often led to the women taking on roles that did 
not exploit their full potential. For example Elkin used Pink and Kaberry to do 
‘women’s work’ (Marcus 1993:7): they were assistants of a kind who liaised solely with 
Indigenous women while Elkin saw himself as conducting the more important aspects 
of anthropological fieldwork with the men. ‘Just how ruthlessly some of these women 
were treated came home to [Marcus when she] read Elkin’s obituary of Phyllis Kaberry. 
It was almost all about Elkin’ (Marcus 1993:7). Not daunted by this patriarchal system 
within anthropology, Bennett sought to work both within it and outside of it, publishing 
as often as she could and wherever she could in order to get her opinions heard. 
 
In 1930 Bennett met feminists Ada Bromham, President of the Women’s Service Guild 
and Bessie Rischbieth, President of the Australian Federation of Women Voters, and 
over the next two years, Bennett persuaded these two women and others to fight for the 
rights of Indigenous women. In response to Bennett’s persuasion, the Women’s Service 
Guild ‘lobbied the government for amendments to Section 43 of the Western 
Aborigines Act’ (Lake 1999:119). However, their amendments were blocked. This 
Bennett claimed, was because the government was too swayed by the opinions of 
settlers. As she wrote to Rischbieth:  
I grew up in settlerdom and most of my friends are settlers, so I know their case 
through and through, but this does not blind me to the fact that a party to a case 
ought not be judge in his own cause 
- (Lake 1999:120).  
Her criticism of settlers developed and in 1932 she wrote a letter to the Australian 
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Board of Missions Review that was then reprinted in The West Australian and reads  
If the settlers would, as an act of mercy, surrender a small proportion of their 
thousand-mile sheep walks and cattle runs, or if the Government would, as an 
act of justice, reclaim a small proportion of these vast leases for the natives’ use, 
and at the same time secure human rights to them, the process of extermination 
of our native race would cease. It pays the white man to dispossess the natives of 
their land wholesale, because the Government permits them to impress the 
natives as labour without paying them 
- (The West Australian 1939).  
Ernestine Hill responded to this article by defending settlers and describing them as 
‘fair-minded and open-hearted’ (Lake 1999:122) and blaming white women who left 
their husbands alone in these remote areas of Australia. Bennett, in turn, responded to 
Hill by saying that these white men needed to take responsibility for their actions and 
stop blaming others. Bennett was backed in her arguments by Reverend Schenk of 
Mount Margaret Mission, who believed the pastoralist industry to be both ‘destructive 
and exploitative’ (Lake 1999:122). 
 
Whilst creating these new affiliations and writing these articles, Bennett also travelled 
around missions in Western Australia until 1932. She spent time with the United 
Aborigines Mission at Gnowangerup, the Forrest River Mission in the Eastern 
Kimberley and the Kunmunya Mission, also in the Kimberley. In 1932 Bennett settled 
at the Mount Margaret Mission, near Laverton, Western Australia, run by Pastor Rod 
Schenk. She taught Aboriginal children at Mount Margaret Mission and promoted the 
work of crafts by women, from 1932 until 1940. Anna Haebich notes that Bennett:  
shifted the children’s schooling from a program aimed at conversion, basic 
literacy in English and vocational skills, to an educational system using up to 
date methods and State school standards of skill and achievement…It was this 
program that truly distinguished Mount Margaret Mission and produced several 
Aboriginal firsts in professions such as nursing and teaching  




Bennett believed that Indigenous people and white people were equal and her teaching 
practices echoed this. As well as teaching, Bennett wrote letters, articles and petitions 
advocating Indigenous rights, sending them to politicians and newspapers, both in 
England and in Australia.  
 
In March 1932 Bennett visited the Women’s Service Guild again and asked the women 
to support the proposal of the appointment of women protectors. They did, and to 
demonstrate their support they agreed to fund the publication of the leaflet A Call to the 
Women of Australia to Demand an Honourable Native Policy. The leaflet, written by 
Bennett, drew on her knowledge of Aboriginal people. It also referenced the feminist 
agendas of Jones and Cooke (Lake 1999:110). Bennett’s  
suggestion that Aboriginal women’s rights could be upheld by offering them 
better protection represented an extension of the maternalist strategy that 
feminists espoused generally in these years in pursuit of a welfare state 
- (Lake 1999:111).  
The feminist cause fought for their own rights and had turned their efforts and made 
them applicable to not just Indigenous women, but all Indigenous people. They argued 
that  
like white women, they [Aboriginal women] should be offered the protection of 
the law of the land and like white women they should never be allowed to fall 
into men’s hands 
- (Lake 1999:118).  
Though they believed that Indigenous women should be allowed to maintain their 
culture and traditions, their caveat was that this maintenance should not injure the 
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women in any way. Bennett and others saw polygamy as something that was injuring 
Indigenous women and strove to put an end to it. 
 
In 1933 Bennett charged the British Commonwealth with maltreatment of Aboriginal 
people in Western Australia. She argued that  
absorption merely exacerbated the vulnerable status of Aboriginal women. 
Neville had said: our policy is to send them [Aboriginal and half caste girls] out 
into the white community, and if a girl comes back pregnant our rule is to keep 
her for two years. The child is then taken away from the mother and goes back 
into service, Bennett argued that this put a premium on the abuse of women and 
ultimately resulted in state-sanctioned prostitution 
- (Holland 2005:148).  
Her public vocalization of these views caused the Western Australian government to 
appoint a commissioner to investigate the claim. A.O. Neville the Chief Protector of 
Aborigines in Western Australia, was asked to investigate. Neville’s enquiry denied 
slavery and abuse of any kind. But not to be dismissed the feminists  
effectively forced the Western Australian government to Investigate, Report and 
Advise upon Matters in relation to the Condition and Treatment of Aborigines, 
and listen to women witnesses, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
- (Lake 1999:123). 
Bennett was sceptical that any good could be done, as previous enquiries had come to 
nothing, and she publicly voiced this opinion in The West Australian. The government 
responded through Neville with a statement in 1933 that read  
while I have every admiration for the praiseworthy work of Mrs Bennett, Miss 
Jones [sic] and others similarly situated, it would appear that the cause of the 
aborigines cannot be advanced by wild unsubstantiated statements, but Mrs 
Bennett and others will shortly have an opportunity of stating their cases to the 
Royal Commission proposed to be appointed 
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- (Lake 1999:124).  
In 1934, under the heading of the Royal Commission Appointed to Investigate, Report, 
and Advise Upon Matters in Relation to the Condition and Treatment of Aborigines, 
also known as the Moseley Commission, their complaints were heard.  Many 
Indigenous women were too intimidated to appear before the commission but some did, 
and alongside Bennett, May Vallance President of the Women’s Service Guild, 
Rischbeith and Cooke, gave their opinions on the true conditions at Western Australia’s 
Native Settlements, and how Aboriginal people were being treated. However, it was 
during the testimonies of Bennett and Rischbeith that a divide began to occur.  
 
Rischbeith represented the Australian Federation of Women Voters, who advocated that 
‘the welfare of the Australian Aborigines be made a Federal responsibility by means of 
an amendment to the Commonwealth Constitution’ (Lake 1999:126). To discredit 
Bennett the commission claimed that she was ‘of unsound mind’ (Lake 1999:127). 
Cooke supported Bennett but Rischbeith agreed with the commission’s judgment as she 
‘could not abide Bennett’s self-righteousness and her lack of national loyalty’ (Lake 
1999:127). The tensions between Bennett and Rischbeith came to a head at the 1936 
conference of the Australian Federation of Women Voters. Cooke attempted to 
‘supplement the nationalization policy in Aboriginal affairs by adding a call for formal 
recognition of Aboriginal women’s equality of status and rights’ (Lake 1999:129). This 
was opposed by Rischbeith who moved to maintain the existing policy. Bennett was 
proud of Cooke and scathing of Rischbeith, saying that she was ‘a real rotter and went 
out of her way to snub Mrs Cooke on every possible occasion’ (Lake 1999:129) because 




Lake argues that  
Cooke’s call for equality for Aboriginal women rather than their protection 
represented a historic shift in the relationship between feminists and their ‘dark 
sisters’, who interests they strove so earnestly to represent 
- (Lake 1999:130).  
Cooke’s championing of equality rather than protection for Indigenous women (Lake 
1999:34) is a change that was demonstrated through Bennett’s teachings at Mount 
Margaret, where the introduction of wool and the championing of the production of 
crafts for sale, allowed the women some form of economic independence.  
 
Despite setbacks Bennett continued to advocate the creation of women protectors, an 
idea that was put forward again by women in the 1938 annual meeting of the Australian 
Aboriginal Amelioration Association. The transcript of proceedings notes that members 
had written to both the Minister for the Interior Mr Paterson, and A.O. Neville 
suggesting the establishment of women protectors after they heard of allegations of 
Aboriginal women in the Northern Territory being mistreated by the Government. The 
response to these letters was that the government had decided that ‘whilst the use of 
women protectors for the supervision of female natives in populated areas might be 
desirable, the general appointment of women was not considered practicable because of 
the very scattered nature of native camps, the difficulties of travel and the isolation’ 
(Ladder 1 (8) 1938). 
 
In 1940 Bennett was invited to Ernabella Mission by her old friend Reverend James 
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Love. Love had run Kunmunya Mission, which Bennett briefly visited in the early 
1930s, and in 1937 he established Ernabella Mission in the Musgrave Range, South 
Australia. Ernabella was established as a mission and a sheep station and in 1940 Love 
moved his family permanently to Ernabella. Whilst at the mission Bennett had the idea 
to use the wool from the sheep on the station and apply it to an already existing tradition 
of weaving amongst the Aboriginal women on the station.  
Aboriginal women were already spinning human hair on cross stick spindles. 
The reasons for making something with the wool were not to make warm 
blankets for themselves. The priority was to productively employ Australian 
Aboriginal women who were staying in one place as they could not do what they 
had been doing as nomadic people, ie food-foraging. Thus the historical 
situation in which the women were placed was an important factor in the 
development of the art and craft movement at Ernabella, the desire or need to 
earn income, the lack of employment opportunities, the presence of sheep and 
determined missionaries  
- (Radok 1998:15).  
 
Bennett hoped that this new initiative would create economic independence for the 
women at Ernabella that would eventually result in them no longer depending on the 
mission.  
 
Bennett continued to fight on behalf of Indigenous people right up until her death. 
Influenced perhaps by her mother’s use of photography as a tool of representation and a 
way to tell people about Indigenous culture, Bennett commissioned a series of 
photographs of the families of the children she once taught at Mount Margaret Mission. 
She sent these photographs along with letters written by herself and the families to state 
officials. Bennett hoped that by sending these photographs it would help the elderly 
members of these families claim the pensions that they were entitled to. In addition 
Bennett asked for these people to be put in charge of receiving their own pensions, 
	  	  
201	  
rather than collecting them through the mission. Whilst in Kalgoorlie Mary also 
collaborated with the Council for Aboriginal Rights in Melbourne. She sent copies of 
these photographs and the letters in order to gain support for this matter. On the 6 
October 1961 Bennett died. She had requested a Christian service and was buried in 
Kalgoorlie cemetery. 
 
3.4 The writings of Mary Montgomerie Bennett 
From 1927 onwards Bennett wrote prolifically on the treatment of Indigenous people, 
publishing her views wherever and whenever she could. The affiliations she made with 
missions and campaign groups funded many of these publications. By looking at some 
of the writings and considering the ways in which they were received, we can gain an 
insight into her intellectual framing of the Christison collection, as well as how her 
childhood experiences affected her later politics. 
 
In her first book, Christison of Lammermoor, Bennett (1927) sets up Robert Christison 
as a man to be revered. If we look as sentences such as ‘Christison declared 
energetically for letting the blacks in. We’ve got to trust them he insisted’ (Bennett 
1927:82), we can see how her language becomes quite leading. The use of the words 
‘energetically’ and ‘insisted’ demonstrate Robert Christison’s passion for his cause, or 
the cause described by Bennett, as integrating successfully with the local Aboriginal 
people. Bennett also sets up Robert Christison as a man who is setting out to challenge 
preconceived notions of how settlers and Indigenous people should interact. His care 
and concern for Indigenous people, as described by Bennett, is father-like. For example 
when she describes a situation where Robert Christison was worried about Topsy, a 
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local Yirandali girl, being molested by other stockmen. He barred her Yirandali 
guardian, Rosy, from taking her into town and when he found out Rosy had defied his 
wishes, Robert Christison contacted the local Protector for Aborigines and Topsy was 
sent to a home for Aboriginal people on the Queensland coast (Bennett 1927:228). It 
seems that Bennett was attempting to portray Robert Christison as a loving father 
figure, a protector, someone who went beyond just looking after the local Yirandali 
population but actually cared deeply for them. However, it could also be seen as 
overbearing, unnecessary and cruel, removing Topsy from her family. In later writings 
Bennett criticizes the removal of Indigenous children from their mothers. 
 
The title of Bennett’s second book The Australian Aboriginal as a Human Being, 
reflects an assertion made by Litchfield that ‘there is really little essential difference 
between the Australian Aboriginal and the White [person]’ (Litchfield 1930:111). 
Rather than producing a fictional or non-fictional story such as Far North Memories or 
Christison of Lammermoor, The Australian Aboriginal as a Human Being provides a 
commentary from the late 1890s up until the 1930s on the treatment of Indigenous 
people in Australia. The book contains a quote by Dr Ramsay Smith from the 
Commonwealth Year Book for 1909: 
the problems of what to do with the race, the most interesting at present on earth, 
and the least deserving to be exterminated by us, and the most wronged at our 
hands, is not a difficult one to solve, were a solution really desired 
- (Bennett 1930:2).  
Each chapter in the book begins with quotes like this, addressing the problems of 
Aboriginality in Australia as Bennett sees it. In her narrative she uses the past tense 
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‘they used’, ‘they did’ (Bennett 1930:15), implying that she thought that the Indigenous 
people were dying out. The book is in essence an attempt to expose the effects of 
government policies on Indigenous people, and as with Reynolds’ writings, we see 
issues of racism and violence foregrounded and exposed.  
 
In The Australian Aboriginal as a Human Being Bennett calls for Australians to unite to  
recognise that the whole culture and social organization of the Aboriginals as 
well as their material culture are based on land ownership and they ask that 
sanctuaries shall be reserved for them, that land, taking the Aboriginal 
boundaries shall be allotted in perpetuity to the surviving tribes 
- (Bennett 1930:10).  
Whilst providing a discussion of Indigenous kinship systems, daily life and material 
culture and attempting to make sense of it for a European audience, the book provides a 
generalized account of the whole of Indigenous Australia. It bases its observations on 
Bennett’s experiences with the Yirandali, and her father’s notes on them. Bennett does 
make reference to the work of Howitt, Radcliffe-Brown and Spencer but this is when 
there are gaps in her own knowledge of the Yirandali. The result is a misleading 
application of a narrow ethnography to a whole continent. However where this section 
of the book fails, Bennett’s historical account of police and settler brutality against 
Aboriginal people in Queensland and Western Australia is clearly well researched and 
more successful for attempting only to deal with a section of Australia. Bennett 
precedes these accounts with a section that attempts to dispel the myths of Indigenous 
people as savage and brutal people. She cites her father’s encounter with a group of 
Queensland Aboriginal people who were carrying a crippled old woman in kangaroo 
skins, relating his ‘feeling that never could he think ill of a race that tended a fragile, 
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useless old cripple with so much loving care’ (Bennett 1930:30). She develops this 
argument with further quotations taken from the works of anthropologists, travellers and 
explorers, such as Captain Sturt, who Bennett notes observed ‘there can be no doubt but 
that the Aboriginal is strangely susceptible of kindness, as has been abundantly proved 
to me’ (Bennett 1930:41). Thus we see how her ways of understanding colonial race 
relations were produced by her experiences in Queensland as a child. 
 
The Australian Aboriginal as a Human Being was reviewed in The Register News-
Pictorial (The Register News-Pictorial, 3 July, 1930: 5), shortly after its publication 
with the article seeming less like a review and more like an attempt to discredit the 
author. Not only does the reviewer misattribute the book to a male author, but he also 
claims that Bennett’s assertion that Indigenous people are treated as slaves is false, 
citing the opinions of the Bishop of Wangaratta. He claimed that Indigenous people are 
not treated as slaves as by law they receive wages, going on to say that ‘the greatest 
difficulty lies in the shocking allegations of cruelty made against the police from time to 
time’ (The Register News-Pictorial, 3 July, 1930: 5).  
Bennett replied to this in The Daily News stating that: 
missions are largely dependent on Government subsidies and pastoralist’s 
subscriptions, and an unholy alliance between the Church, State and vested 
interests won against the unrepresented aborigines. Evidence which the 
Commonwealth Government supplied showed that only about 280 natives are 
paid out of the 2358 regularly employed in the Federal Territory. The Bishop 
says ‘A force of firearms in reserve is indispensable and there is no place for 
women as police or protectors’, I grew up among aborigines and know they are 
steady workers amenable to reason and they value what they get very little of-
justice. I know a woman to whom aboriginal girls go for protection from white 
men  




Throughout Bennett’s’ writings we see the influence of religion in her life and critically 
in the way her solutions to the Indigenous ‘problem’ are shaped. The influence of 
religion and its ability to ‘improve’ Aboriginal people originated with Bennett’s mother, 
Mrs Christison, who, ‘on Sunday evenings…held a short service in the sitting-room to 
which everybody came, white and black alike’ (Bennett 1927:207), and Bennett’s father, 
Robert Christison, who called in a minister to baptize many of the Yirandali people 
working on Lammermoor station (Bennett 1927:152). This early example of the 
importance of Christianity in everyday life translated into the way Bennett believed 
justice for Indigenous people could be gained;  
there is a small minority in Australia which has a more merciful mind, and the 
only way to secure justice for the remaining Aborigines is to turn that minority 
into a majority. This can only be done by education. It should be the business 
primary of the churches 
- (Bennett 1930:86).  
The role of religion and marriage to almost emancipate Indigenous women from what 
Bennett saw as conditions of slavery remained a strong concern throughout her 
campaigning. 
 
In a pamphlet entitled The Aboriginal Mother in Western Australia (1933) Bennett 
writes that  
the aboriginal mother living in wild conditions suffers the evils of the property 
status and of mutilations and other cruel practices- but we free women are 
responsible for the continuance of these evils, because we are not sharing the 
light with our Aboriginal fellow women 
- (Bennett 1933:1).  
Primarily Bennett advocates stopping marrying girls off without their permission in 
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polygamous marriages and stopping mutilation practices, citing Mrs Love at Kunmunya 
Mission in the Kimberley as an example of white women helping Aboriginal women to 
become emancipated. She continues by writing that  
while these evils tend to be abandoned on good missions, they are on the 
increase wherever students of anthropology and other copy-hunters are 
commercializing them to supply their market 
- (Bennett 1933:1)  
Bennett’s main argument in this pamphlet is the avocation of settlements for Indigenous 
people. A place where they can live on the land without interference from white people. 
 
The more prolific Bennett becomes in her writing, the more we see her criticize settlers, 
and those whose lifestyle she grew up in. In an article published in the Manchester 
Guardian she wrote  
briefly our policy in Australia is one of subordinating the interests of the 
aborigine to the immediate interests of the European settlers, and the logical 
consequences of this initial mistake are depriving the aborigines of elementary 
rights and destroying their family life 
- (Manchester Guardian, 13 September, 1929: 6206).  
We see these opinions develop in Bennett’s later publications; as she writes  
in Queensland, where gold was discovered at Port Curtis in 1858. The natives 
were killed officially by police and unofficially by settlers and diggers, in the 
assumption that what ever they chose to do to the natives was nobody’s affair 
but their own 
- (Bennett 1930:57).  
Bennett continues this line of thought in a later publication where she writes 
most of the stock work on cattle and sheep stations in the north is done by 
Aborigines. The majority do not work under any award, and are the only group 
in the community who have little or no protection under the general system of 
wage control 




In The Struggle for Dignity a pamphlet published by the Council for Aboriginal Rights 
on the situation of Indigenous people on a national scale, Bennett wrote the section for 
Western Australia alongside Barry Christophers, a colleague at the council who were 
based in Melbourne. Their joint article describes attitudes towards Aboriginal people in 
Western Australia in the late 1950s, discussing how they are dealt with by the Western 
Australian government. Bennett states  
travel to Laverton, Leonora, Meekatharra or any other outback centre and watch 
native children being separated from their parents and go back to school. You 
will see tearful and pathetic scenes. A film and tape recording of the parting 
conversations as children are town away from their parents would cause the 
greatest outburst against officialdom’s attitude to Aborigines that Australia has 
ever known 
- (Bennett and Christophers 1962:43).  
They also describe how Aborigines are unable to fight against this injustice because  
isolated from white civilization, and inarticulate, the majority of Aborigines are 
unaware of solicitors and other means by which a member of the white 
community who has suffered an injustice, may protest 
- (Bennett and Christophers 1962:45).  
The pamphlet was reviewed and the reviewer writes that  
the council for Aboriginal Rights in only ten years of existence, has done a great 
deal to enlighten the people of Australia, and the friends of oppressed peoples in 
other countries on the plight of the Aborigines 
- (The Guardian, 19 January, 1962).  





In a later pamphlet, called Hunt and Die (1950), Bennett responds to Neville’s 1937 
report arguing that ‘hunting is not equal to maintaining life’ (Bennett 1950: 5). She goes 
on to state that  
it is mortal to the Aborigines that the reason against hunting- the limitation of 
their numbers- is not fairly faced by the majority of white people, including 
officials and anthropologists who advocate the policy of laissez-faire (leave 
them alone, keep them in the hunting stage) but barter bags of flour to hungry 
men for sorcery practices, subject matter for theses  
- (Bennett 1950: 6).  
 
Bennett also advocates programs like those run by Pastor Albrecht of the Finke 
Mission, who set up a ration depot at Haasts Bluff with the intention of making it 
Aboriginal-owned. It was to be a place where Aboriginal people could be fed, and trade 
skins and dingo scalps for food (Bennett 1950: 8). 
 
It is through these different publications that we see the main points of Bennett’s 
campaign for Indigenous rights emerge. She advocated economic independence, more 
legal rights, female Indigenous protectors, and Indigenous own reserves, and criticized 
the treatment of Indigenous workers by pastoralists, the removal of children from their 
mothers, polygamous marriages, the abuse of Indigenous women by white men, and the 
exploitation of Indigenous people by anthropologists. Her father’s views are particularly 
reflected in her arguments around religion, marriage and the treatment of Indigenous 
women by white men. Her ideas for economic independence may stem in part from her 
knowledge of Indigenous material culture, which was produced by her family’s 
collecting practices. Seeing Wyma and Barney creating objects and then using them to 
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barter for goods they needed, perhaps made her think that if this could be done on a 
larger scale it could be done for money and not just goods, giving Indigenous people the 
independence she desired for them. 
 
3.5 Conclusion 
The work of the southern based feminists alongside Indigenous activists gave power to 
the Indigenous rights movement. The 1934 Moseley Royal Commission (Cole, Haskins 
and Paisely 2005) prompted by Bennett and the feminists she worked with saw the 
beginning of sustained campaigning against the ill-treatment of Indigenous people, and 
the 1997 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s Bringing Them Home 
Report was, could be seen as the long awaited culmination of this campaigning. 
Parallels can be seen between the report’s reliance on individual oral histories that fitted 
with ‘the image of unhappy victims’ (Attwood 2001:208) and created a homogeneous 
narrative that could be easily understood nationally, and Bennett’s report on Aboriginal 
pensions, which used the individual stories of Kalgoorlie Aboriginal families to create a 
similarly homogeneous narrative of the Aborigine as victim. Both reports emphasise 
‘white agency generally in order to provide a…focal point for the nebulous sense of 
shame many white Australian felt’ (Attwood 2001:208), and yet the reports were either 
unsuccessful as in the case of Bennett, or produced little immediate change as with the 
Bringing Them Home Report. Bain Attwood’s theory that the failure of the Bringing 
Them Home Report to enact any immediate change rested on its obscuring of ‘the range 
of circumstances in which Aboriginal children were taken from their families’ (Attwood 
2001:210), can be compared with Bennett’s writings which often sought to generalise 




Attwood argues that change occurs when there is an ‘appropriate cultural and political 
milieu for it’ (Attwood 2001:196). It took another nine years for the findings of the 
Bringing Them Home Report to be accepted publicly and nationally, and this occurred 
through the 2008 Apology. The Apology to the Indigenous people by the Labour 
government led by Prime Minister Kevin Rudd was recognition of the destructive 
policies implemented by the Australian government against Indigenous people during 
the colonization of Australia and the subsequent decades after. Thus it is the Apology 
that can be viewed as being closer to the outcome Bennett was hoping for during her 
campaigning, as the changes that occurred surrounding it were visible publicly and 
nationally, with Australia Day becoming simultaneously known as Invasion Day or 
Survival Day, and the establishment of National Sorry Day, the annual remembrance of 
the Apology. This is not to pretend that there is nothing left to campaign for, the 
relationship between Indigenous people and Australian settler society is still complex 
and unbalanced as demonstrated through the Northern Territory National Emergency 
Response discussed in Chapter Five, and the recognition of land rights which is an 
ongoing campaign for individual language groups. For the Yirandali, Bennett continues 
to campaign on their behalf through the Christison of Lammermoor. The book is as 
much a family history as it is an ethnography and continues to play its part in 
Aboriginal rights, as the Yirandali attempt to formally regain ownership of their 
traditional country through native title. 
 
From the very beginning of her life Bennett experienced collaborative relationships 
between settlers and Indigenous people. She continued this way of working throughout 
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her life, collaborating not just with Indigenous people, but anthropologists and 
missionaries. The outcome of these collaborations are the museum and library 
collections we have today and the legacy she leaves for the Yirandali people whose 
histories she attempted to document, preserve and present to a global audience. The way 
Bennett brought together her father’s notes, her own observations, her mother’s 
photography and the family’s objects into a succinct collection, which was then 
strategically divided into mini collections, provided each institution with its own way of 
representing the Yirandali in relation to the space the collections now inhabited.  
 
The role of Bennett in the history of the Christison collection and the history of the 
Yirandali is significant because it is through her that we have the collection and all of its 
documentation. Through her writings we are able to understand the wider context of 
what was happening when the collection was being produced and also when it was 
being brought together and disseminated by Bennett. 
 
The choice to put objects in the Christison collection that show both a European and 
Aboriginal usage allows us to understand the wider trade exchanges networks that the 
Yirandali would have been a part of, both before the Christison family settled at 
Lammermoor Station, and whilst they were there. It also allows us to see how the 
Christison family then participated in newly formed trade networks, between 
themselves and the Yirandali, who modified the use of message sticks, to use them to 




By understanding the history of conflict between settlers and Aboriginal people in 
Queensland and the situations Christison would have experienced, or heard her father 
talk about; we can see where her political agenda emerged from. Her perseverance in 
her cause reflects the perseverance she saw in her father as he tried to prove that 
collaborative relationships could be established with Queensland Aboriginal people. We 
see this view reflected in the way that Bennett writes about her father in Christison of 
Lammermoor. Bennett’s fervent attacks on the federal government eventually led to 
tensions between British and Australian born feminists, with the Australians ‘caught as 
most were between conflicting loyalties to their sex and their nation’ (Lake 1999:115). 
 
Mediating the relations between pastoralists and Aboriginal people in Queensland is 
still an ongoing process that is a product of these historic interactions. CB6’s work on 
historic preservation projects and cultural clearance projects is a successful example of 
these projects (CB002). However if we take Lammermoor Station as an example, the 
discordance between the Yirandali and the current station owners has meant that 
tangible Yirandali cultural heritage is inaccessible to Yirandali people today. 
 
Finally, it is important to recognise that this history is not the beginning of Yirandali 
history, but merely a section of it. Equally though, it is important to recognise the 
continuing role this small piece of history plays in the lives of contemporary Yirandali 
people. Because of the way that Yirandali people have been dispersed amongst settler 
families, and native settlements, the Christison collection and all of its documentation 
provides an incredibly important historical resource. These objects, photographs and 
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documents are intimately tied up in people’s relationship to the land. They demonstrate 
how the Christison family and Yirandali felt about the land around Lammermoor 
Station between the 1870s and the early 1920s. They also demonstrate how Yirandali 
people feel about the land today as the collection is beginning to be used in native title 
claims. When participating in projects that aim to conduct consultations with 
contemporary Aboriginal language groups, it is imperative that before we can look 
forward we must look back (Clifford 2004). Chapter Four and Chapter Three draw on 
this process of looking back for both the Christison and the Litchfield collections in 
order to think about why contemporary Yirandali and Tiwi people responded to the 
collections in the way that they did. It also expands on the archival research conducted 
in this chapter and in Chapter Two in order to enhance the documentation on these 
collections. 
 
The Christison collection was shaped by the relationships between Robert Christison, 
Mrs Christison, their three children, and the Yirandali people who lived and worked at 
Lammermoor Station. By taking apart the collection, looking at it in its constituent parts, 
and attempting to identify the provenance of individual objects, and the meanings 
associated with each one, we can tease out the relationships that existed between 
individuals in this historical moment. Through the analysis of Christison of 
Lammermoor and additional historical sources we are also able to contextualise these 
relationships, and gain a wider perspective on the interactions between settlers and 
Aboriginal people at the time these objects were being collected. What also becomes 
apparent is the agency involved in the creation of this collection, not just of the 
Christison family but also the Yirandali people; whose gifts to the Christison’s may 
	  	  
214	  
have been an attempt to control the way in which they were represented in this 
collection.  
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Chapter 4- Conversations in Country 
 
‘I looked at it and I sort of felt it when I put my hand on it,  
I felt it you know’ 
-  (CB004) 
This quote, taken from an interview with a Yirandali person who was discussing the 
experience of interacting with Yirandali cultural heritage, demonstrates the importance 
of the collection and its history to this person. It also shows the enduring connections 
people feel to material culture, and demonstrates how important consultation projects 
between museum collections and source communities can be for both the Indigenous 
people involved as well as the museums. In order to draw out the opinions of 
contemporary Tiwi and Yirandali people on the Litchfield and Christison collections I 
conducted a series of interviews with Tiwi and Yirandali people over a period of ten 
months in Australia. Drawing on the fieldwork methodology that I set out in Chapter 
One, I will discuss both the processes of arranging and conducting the interviews, as 
well as the topics participants wished to discuss or not discuss. It is important to 
consider all of these aspects as they are all intricately tied into historical relations 
between Aboriginal people and settlers, and the changes that have occurred in this 
history. When discussing the responses of participants it is also necessary to consider 
not just my own agency in the interview process but also the agency of the participants. 
This can be drawn out and attributed to current social and cultural politics and policies. 
 
Taking physical museum collections back to source communities on visits is a process 
fraught with protocol, of which the primary issues are cost and security for that 
collection or object. In 2004 a bark drawing that was on loan from the British Museum 
to Museums Victoria was temporarily seized through an emergency order under 
Aboriginal heritage protection law by a Victorian Aboriginal language group 
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(http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/entertainment/3926475.stm accessed January 02 2014). 
They claimed that the drawing connected them to their country and their heritage, and 
should be rightly repatriated back to their country. The term repatriation originally 
referred to the return of people to their country of origin (Collins 2009). Since the 1970s 
term within a museum context has come to refer to the return of objects from museum 
collections to the people who produced the object or who were related to its producers 
(Feest 1995).  In the United Kingdom in 2004 the Human Tissues Act was passed by 
the United Kingdom Parliament. This allowed nine national museums to return, where 
appropriate, human remains present in their collections to the communities they 
originated from. Museums that hold human tissue that is less than 100 years old are now 
required to hold a license to do so, and the whole process of establishing the act and 
further guidelines has made museum collections more transparent for their source 
communities.  
 
The process of travelling to communities with photographs of objects, and copies of 
photographs is for museums a relatively straightforward one from the perspective of 
museum protocol. Whilst museum researchers may be asked about whether the physical 
objects and photographs that are virtually represented at these consultations will be 
returned to the communities, this is more manageable than if the physical objects were 
not allowed to return to the museum. The relationships between source communities 
and the museums in their own countries has rapidly changed. As a result, from the mid 
1990s, museums in the United Kingdom began to respond with collaborative projects 
that either brought source communities to the museum, or took the virtual collections to 
the community.  Termed visual repatriation (Fienup-Riordan 2003) projects take a 
mixture of approaches. One of the limitations of visual repatriation projects is that each 
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community is different and so it is difficult to establish a consistent framework for 
conducting the projects that can be used more than once (Lydon 2010). As I will 
discuss, whilst I started with an interview structure, a list of questions, and expectations 
of what I would achieve from the interviews with both the Tiwi and the Yirandali, the 
structure was different with each community and the information I gained was not what 
I had expected. 
 
Consulting contemporary Tiwi and Yirandali communities was an obvious part of the 
process of reassessing the Litchfield and Christison collections. The personal 
relationships that both Litchfield and Bennett had with the people from whom the 
collections were made suggested a rich oral history, that was not currently present in the 
collections documentation, might then exist back with the communities. The British 
Museum’s Department of Africa, Oceania and the Americas have a strong history of 
consulting with its source communities. The recent Melanesia Project (2005-2010) and 
Reanimating Cultural Heritage [Sierra Leone] (2009-2012) both hosted visits from 
people from Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, New Caledonia, Vanuatu, and 
Sierra Leone, and visually repatriated collections back to communities. Despite this, 
few consultations have been made with Indigenous communities from Australia. The 
last 3 years have seen this gradually change as planning for the collaborative exhibition 
between the British Museum and the National Museum of Australia on the British 
Museum’s Indigenous Australian collections goes ahead. The consultations I conducted 
with Tiwi and Yirandali communities on the Litchfield and Christison collections are a 
part of that research. 
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I began arranging my interviews following the methodology laid out in Chapter One 
which was produced in line with the ethical guidelines a PhD researcher at King’s 
College London has to comply with. However, as I began arranging interviews and then 
conducting them, it became apparent that following this prescribed format would be too 
restrictive. The following chapter examines how and why this format was amended, and 
how the actual interviews were formulated and executed.  
 
In 2004 James Clifford wrote about working with First Nations communities in Alaska 
on museums collections. Clifford wrote that ‘the anthropologist – broadly and 
sometimes stereotypically defined – has become a negative alter ego in contemporary 
indigenous discourse, invoked as the epitome of arrogant, intrusive colonial authority’ 
(Clifford 2004:5).  I began my interviews not just burdened with this stereotype of the 
anthropologist, which as an interdisciplinary scholar I didn’t feel I fitted into anyway, 
but also burdened with the stereotype of a museum worker from the British Museum, 
and with the stereotype of a young British girl never having been to Australia before. 
The letters, which I had written to the people I wanted to speak to, established these 
stereotypes in the minds of these people, so that whilst I had expectations of them, they 
had their own expectations of me, which in turn presented challenges. As an Australian 
Studies researcher many Aboriginal people assumed I knew more about their culture 
than I did. However, at the same time many jokes were made with regard to my British 
heritage and lack of knowledge of local names for flora, fauna or animals. As someone 
coming from the British Museum there was at times an expectation that I held all the 
knowledge about the history of these objects and photographs, which often led to an 
initial reluctance by people to comment on the collections with any real authority. 
Alessandro Portelli discusses how in oral history interviews often the interviewee will 
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define or use the interviewer to suit their own purpose (Portelli 2013). My association 
with the British Museum often meant that in some interviews the community 
representative would use this status to reaffirm their own status as a knowledgeable 
elder in that community. The interview process was then a continual series of 
negotiations, testing ideas and methodologies, and reassessing and amending them as 
time went on. 
 
Throughout the interview process with the Yirandali I wanted to find out any family 
stories the people I was talking to might have about Lammermoor, that had passed 
down through time, their opinions on the objects in the collection, how they were made, 
what they would have been used for and most importantly how they should be 
represented in museum collections now; what did they want the international public to 
understand about Yirandali people and their culture. Similarly I also wanted to conduct 
interviews with Tiwi Islanders about the Melville Island objects collected by Jessie 
Litchfield. I knew that this set of interviews would be more challenging, as there are no 
named makers for the Litchfield objects or named subjects in the Litchfield 
photographs. In addition many of the photographs lack any geographic situation other 
than ‘Northern Territory’, whilst some of the ‘Melville Island’ objects were dubious in 
their provenance; there was a possibility that some of them could be from Arnhem 
Land, or the Larrakia language group. My aim was to approach communities rather than 
individuals, with the hope that someone would recognise a person in a photograph, or 
an object and that I could go from there. I wanted to ask the Tiwi the same general 
questions as in the Yirandali interviews.  
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In my research I had also wanted to interview descendants of Litchfield and Christison. 
In the Litchfield family one family member has been designated the family historian, 
and has written the only book about Litchfield. I interviewed her once in person and 
have subsequently maintained an electronic correspondence (JL001, Dickinson pers 
comm. 2011). The interview and correspondence with her provided some of the 
historical context within Chapter Two, but unfortunately the Litchfield family have little 
knowledge about Litchfield’s collections. The Christison family was more complicated 
to find. Christison herself had no children, and records showed that her younger brother 
also had no children. Helen Roberts, Christison’s sister has one surviving child who had 
loaned some of Christison’s personal possessions to the National Museum of Australia 
for the 2009 exhibition ‘From Little Things, Big Things Grow’. Roberts’ daughter was 
unmarried and had no children, and since 2010 we have tried through letters and 
telephone to get in touch but no one has been able to contact her, suggesting she may 
have passed away. I was also put in touch with a second cousin of Christison who, 
alongside her husband had been conducting research into Christison and her father 
(Christion pers comm. 2011). They had paid for a grave stone to be placed over Kiara’s 
grave in Charters Towers, but knew little about Christison and the history of 
Lammermoor besides what was written in Christison of Lammermoor and found in the 
archival records at the State Library of Queensland and Townsville Public Library. Thus 
my interviews with descendants or relatives of Litchfield and Christison provided some 
historical context to the lives of the two women. 
 
4.1 Conversations with the Yirandali 
In order to gain some of the Aboriginal perspectives on the Christison collection I 
wanted to interview descendants of the Yirandali people who had lived and worked on 
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Lammermoor Station. My interest in the Christison collection occurred during a period 
of increased interest in the objects and photographs by both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people and researchers. In particular, George Main, a curator at the National 
Museum of Australia had been researching the role of Lammermoor Station in the 
history of the Queensland ‘native’ police force. This research was to form part of a 
display in one of the newly redeveloped galleries at the National Museum of Australia, 
entitled Landmarks. The National Museum of Australia had requested six objects from 
the British Museum’s Christison collection and wanted to include Aboriginal voices 
alongside these objects. As the objects from the British Museum would only arrive in 
Australia in time for the gallery reopening, consultations with Yirandali people and the 
objects could not occur in Australia prior to the opening. Instead, Main arranged for a 
consultation to take place at the State Library of Queensland, who hold fourteen objects 
from the Christison collection in their own collections. Six Yirandali representatives 
were invited to attend this consultation. This was based on the recommendations of 
CB1, a Yirandali man who runs Yirendali Pty Ltd1, and who is the first point of contact 
for anyone doing research into Yirandali culture and history. The six people that were 
involved in the consultation had been chosen from the five descendant families that 
have been identified by Yirendali Pty Ltd for the purposes of native title claims and 
other land rights issues. With this structure already in place, I decided that contacting 
CB1, and then at least one representative for each of the five families would be the best 
way to proceed, hoping that from this starting point I would be able to identify more 
people to interview.  The five ancestors are listed as Albert Hill, Major Henry Luco, 
Philip and Ida Lammermoor, Polly and Kiara Christison, and Maggie Chermside. After 
consulting with CB1, and also CB2, a Yirandali man working at the National Museum 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  1	  CB1 spells Yirandali as Yirendali. He is the only Yirandali representative I have come across that uses 
this spelling. I will use Yirandali when referring to the language group, and Yirendali when referring to 
the limited company. 
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of Australia, I decided to approach the following people for interviews; CB1, a 
descendant of Albert Hill; CB6, the granddaughter of Major Henry Luco; CB7, the 
grandson of Philip Lammermoor; CB5, the granddaughter of Kiara Christison; and 
CB3, the great granddaughter of Maggie Chermside.  
 
Each interview I conducted with the Yirandali representatives was different. I began 
each interview process by attempting to follow the methodology I set out in Chapter 
One. Initial contact was made with each person I wanted to talk to via the telephone. It 
usually took three or four phone calls to arrange an interview and to explain myself, and 
usually involved me shouting down the phone in a manner I was uncomfortable with in 
order to be understood. It was hard in the beginning not to be offended by the 
abruptness of many of these people who would frequently decide when the conversation 
should finish and just hang up the phone. But, as I came to realise, it is just about 
learning to behave or interact within, what was to me, a different culture. After an 
interview was arranged the person I wanted to talk to was sent a letter outlining the 
project and confirming a date and time for the visit. Almost all of these letters received 
no response2, even when accompanied by a stamped addressed envelope. Three days 
before the interview would take place the person would be called again to reconfirm, 
and then the day before the interview, it would be finalized again, sometimes via text or 
email, other times by phone. Generally, interviews took place at a location suggested by 
the person I wanted to talk to; this was usually a café or a community centre in that 
person’s local area. Interviews would last anywhere between one and a half to three 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  2	  When I handed several of the people I spoke to the information sheet for my interviews they often 
responded by asking another family member, ‘can you see past this?’ It seems that the letters I sent out 
which followed a similar outline to that of the information sheet may have been harder to understand if I 
was not there to discuss the project with them. This may have been why I received no replies. In addition 
many of the people I spoke to took a few interviews to relax. Contacting people by post when they hadn’t 
met me, gave the people I wanted to speak to no motivation to contact me back.	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hours, depending on the availability, age and knowledge of the person. Occasionally, 
interviews would span a two or three day period. All of the people I interviewed were 
provided with refreshments during the interview process. During the process of setting 
up interviews I was very conscious of being perceived as a stranger turning up and 
asking questions about people’s families and their history. I tried to put myself in their 
shoes and consider what I would do if someone I didn’t know called me up and said 
they wanted to write about my relatives. I would probably ignore them or, at the very 
least, be suspicious. So I began to think of ways that this could be a mutually beneficial 
project for myself and the Yirandali people I wished to speak to. My solution was to 
create booklets (appendix 7) of the objects that I wanted more information on, and that I 
wanted to conduct the interviews around and then give these to everyone I interviewed, 
along with printed off documentation listing all the museums, both UK and Australian 
that had Lammermoor Yirandali collections. In addition, I also created A4 folders of 
copies of the photographs I wanted more information about that each person I spoke to 
could keep and annotate. The initial interviews involved the people I was talking to 
being shown these booklets containing images of the objects collected by Robert 
Christison and sent to the British Museum by Mary Montgomery Bennett in 1927, as 
well as A4 copies of the photographs taken by Mrs. Christison in plastic folders. Before 
each interview began the person, or group of people I was talking to were shown an 
information sheet (appendix 1) describing the project and asked to sign a consent form 
(appendix 5). They were then asked to look through the images, to see if they 
recognized anyone or anything. Generally, people were left to talk around the images, 
as they felt comfortable. I would ask people to elaborate on certain pieces of 
information and if it seemed like they did not want to talk about something the question 
would be changed. 
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Overall, ten interviews, both individual and in groups, were conducted in people’s 
hometowns and one group interview was conducted later at the National Museum of 
Australia. After each interview the person I had spoken with was sent digital copies of 
their interview on disc, and in some cases, a transcript, if it had been produced. The 
people I had spoken with were left with object booklets and folders of the photographs, 
and print outs from the museum collections databases. Subsequent communication 
between myself and the people I had spoken with was conducted occasionally via the 
postal service with stamped addressed envelopes left with interviewees, but mainly it 
was via text, email, and phone. Follow up questions were often answered by email when 
the interviewee had access to this and was particularly busy, as in the case of CB1 and 
CB2. Additional in person interviews were conducted with the more elderly people I 
was talking to over periods of several days. All interviewees were also left with digital 
copies of the research materials collated from libraries, archives, universities and 
museums during the fieldwork process for this thesis. The relationships established as a 
result of these interviews led to permission (appendix 13) being granted by many of the 
families I had spoken to, to access several Queensland Government Communities’ 
Department records for the purpose of this thesis. All material gained as a result of this 
has been shared with the people I spoke to. 
 
Interviews with Yirandali people at Cherbourg in Queensland presented me with my 
most challenging experiences. There are no shops in Cherbourg and whilst the nearest 
shops are in Murgon, a 10-minute drive away, many people cannot afford cars. It is a 
one hour twenty minute walk along the development road. It did shock me how little 
infrastructure was available, and I began to understand why people remained in 
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Cherbourg for so many generations, as without opportunities it had become hard to 
leave.  The interviews I conducted at Cherbourg always took place in the Ration Shed 
museum, a series of buildings that were historically at the heart of the native settlement. 
These buildings have been turned into a museum and community centre. They still 
remain at the heart of the community but this is because of their capacity to unite the 
community rather than because they are where everyone is forced to live, as used to be 
the case. In an initial phone call with one of the people I wanted to speak to at 
Cherbourg it was gruffly requested that I ‘bring tea’ before the person promptly hung up 
the phone. So I arrived armed with tea, milk, and sugar. I am still unsure if this was a 
test of my commitment to my project and to them, by the people I was there to talk to, 
as the Ration Shed provided free tea and coffee, but I handed my contribution over and 
the people seemed happy. This set the precedent for all future visits to Cherbourg, 
mirroring in a way the historical relationship between the Christison family and the 
Yirandali people who lived and worked at Lammermoor, who exchanged food and 
clothing for cultural knowledge. Here, I was giving tea for cultural knowledge.  
 
Further challenges arose in the initial stages of setting up another interview with a 
Yirandali representative in Richmond, Queensland. I had arranged to meet CB6 at the 
Moon Rock Café on the main street in Richmond, but when I arrived it was closed, 
thankfully she was waiting on the pavement and could tell who I was, promptly chiding 
me for describing myself as short and pale, apparently I was tall and tanned. She 
suggested that we went to the Mud Hut pub instead. CB6 appeared to know several 
people at the pub and because of this, the atmosphere, and the way I perceived her to be 
behaving, I didn’t feel comfortable asking to record her. Another reason for not 
recording CB6 could be that I did not want to draw attention to myself as an outsider, an 
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element I was very conscious of throughout many of the interviews I conducted in 
smaller communities in Queensland. Whilst the Ration Shed at Cherbourg is an obvious 
choice for a researcher to conduct an interview, the pub is not. The decision of CB6 to 
hold the interview in the pub also created an interview situation that was on her own 
terms, as it did not appear to be a neutral space but one over which she could enact her 
own agency. CB6, unlike the other people I had arranged interviews with, seemed wary 
of my presence, which was perhaps a result of her having worked more directly with 
mining companies, government anthropologists and archaeologists, and other 
academics. She was, to take a phrase from the ethical clearance form, someone who had 
been over-researched. In addition, whilst the interview followed the format I had laid 
out in my methodology, CB6 didn’t provide the information that I was perhaps hoping 
to get. However, I learnt a lot about her as a person, her family and her life. As a child 
she was brought up by a prominent white family and educated with the white children in 
the house. Her comment, that as a result of this upbringing she ‘never knew how it felt 
to be Aboriginal’ (CB003) demonstrates a feeling of not belonging that occurred due to 
alienation from her own country and language group. However, her re-engagement with 
Yirandali cultural heritage as a result of working with CB1, and through her own 
current work on cultural heritage clearance projects has generated within her a sense of 
authority over the way people speak about Yirandali history. The work CB6 has done 
with archaeologists on cultural heritage clearance has also enabled her to think about the 
processes involved in making many of the objects present in the Christison collection. 
When I showed her the photographs of the Christison objects she spoke about the 
materials they would have been made from and where you could find this in Yirandali 
country. CB6 also took me to see a scarred tree and explained to me how bark would 
have been cut out of the tree at an angle to use for a shield (CB003). These trees are 
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evidence of Aboriginal presence on the land and many of them can be up to 200 years 
old. Whilst CB6 had described to me feelings of alienation from Aboriginal culture 
growing up, it was clear that as a result of her work with these cultural heritage 
clearance projects she had begun to understand what it felt to be Aboriginal. The 
historical events that contributed to feelings of alienation in her childhood and later on 
may then account for her defensiveness towards outsiders who express an interest in her 
cultural heritage, which she values both as a self-determining Yirandali person, and as a 
way of engaging her own family in their cultural history, to ensure that they do not 
experience the alienation she had growing up. 
 
Learning from the experiences in my previous interviews I was beginning to be able to 
tell when an interview should draw to a close. Despite not having gained a plethora of 
information about the British Museum objects and photographs, the Christison family 
and the interconnected history between the collection, the family and Yirandali people, I 
did have the firm basis for a future relationship that would perhaps provide the answers 
I was looking for.  
 
All of my later interviews with CB6 occurred in her home, which turned out to be 
around the corner from the Mud Hut Pub. The choice of CB6 to invite me to her home 
for the second interview, but not the first, appeared to signal that I had passed an initial 
test and that CB6 would be willing to be more candid with me, and that she would be 
more comfortable being interviewed. At her home CB6 was happy to discuss not only 
the Christison collection but also the context that surrounded its production, and in 
particular relations between Aboriginal people and settlers on Yirandali country during 
the period Bennett would have been involved in the Aboriginal Rights movement. We 
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discussed the different ways that Aboriginal people from CB6’s own generation had 
grown up in Queensland, and the different perceptions of what it is to be an Indigenous 
person in Australia. CB6 also asked about my other research in the Northern Territory 
for the Litchfield collection, and mentioned a trip she had taken to Alice Springs. She 
said that for her the NT Aboriginal people were the real Aboriginal people, and that her 
mob in Richmond were what she termed ‘suburban Aborigines’ (CB003). What she 
meant was that to her the NT Aboriginal people had a better grasp of what it was to 
have your culture and to know your language and your traditional stories. The result of 
being brought up within a white family was strange, she said, because she had never felt 
persecuted because of the protection that living in a white family gave. However, as a 
result of this upbringing she also didn’t recognize herself as being Aboriginal and 
therefore she did not perceive there to be any reason for people to persecute her 
(CB003). Despite this or perhaps as a result of this CB6 has made a conscious effort to 
involve herself in the preservation of Yirandali cultural heritage and to teach her own 
children and grandchildren about what it means to be Aboriginal. 
 
When considering how Yirandali people responded during their interviews, notions of 
authority over particular periods in the history of the Christison collection came to light. 
CB3 and CB5 would talk mainly about what their relatives had told them, relating the 
oral histories of Lammermoor during the time that the Christison family lived there that 
had been passed down with their own families. Often, when I conducted interviews at 
the Ration Shed in Cherbourg, younger relatives of CB3 and CB5 would wander in and 
out. They would occasionally be called upon by CB3 or CB5 to sit and listen to how 
Jacob Chermside had described the gardens at Lammermoor or his relationship with 
Bennett and her younger sister. This younger generation would also be shown the 
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photographs taken by Mrs. Christison, and CB3 and CB5 would attempt to engage them 
in their cultural heritage. The younger generation became particularly animated when 
they could make a personal connection to the photographs, for instance if they 
recognized themselves in the face of a relative. Whilst CB4 would talk a little bit about 
the Yirandali native title claim, both she, CB3 and CB5 usually deferred questions on 
this topic to CB1. They cited him as the authority on the subject and therefore the one 
person who was best placed to talk about the subject as well as more contemporary 
issues such as cultural heritage clearance projects. The reluctance of these three people 
to take ownership over any discussions of contemporary Yirandali history could be due 
to the context within which they have grown up. Residents at Cherbourg Aboriginal 
Settlement were forced to speak English and any display of Aboriginal culture was 
forbidden, unless as part of a show for visitors. Having grown up in an environment 
where holding knowledge about your own language group was discouraged appears to 
have generated a feeling of disempowerment within CB3, CB4 and CB5. They then 
view CB1 as an empowered individual who, not having grown up within this context 
has had the opportunities they have not to reclaim some form of ownership over being 
Yirandali and the recognition that comes with that. By displacing authority to CB1 and 
also looking to him for support they in turn offer themselves a way of reclaiming their 
cultural heritage through him. 
 
CB1 certainly lived up to the authority that was placed upon him by the other Yirandali 
people I had spoken to. He had previously worked for the Department of Climate 
Change and Energy Efficiency, and several museums within Queensland, and as a result 
tended to use very formal language when discussing Yirandali cultural heritage, perhaps 
to maintain his persona as an authority figure. Out of all of the Yirandali people I spoke 
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to he was the most pragmatic about the nature of the relationship between Christison 
and the Yirandali people who lived on Lammermoor Station stating, 
 even though, he [Christison] knew in his heart that once he was gone, our people  
 would become excluded and alienated from our rightful place as Traditional 
 Owners of Yirendali country. He tried in vain, to sustain a protective covenant  
 that embraced a fiduciary responsibility to protect our people and our inherent 
 Right. This hindsight of Christison can be viewed as one of the most significant  
 acts of true respect, to recognize co-existence as equal land owners, as he stated 
 in his journal that he was the owner of his animals (introduced livestock) and  
 that Yirendali people must not hunt them- however, giving respect of Yirendali  
 peoples right to continue to hunt their traditional food source 
- (CB1 pers comm. 2011). 
 
Whilst recognizing Christison’s respect of the Yirandali CB1 is also clear about 
Christison’s failings towards the Yirandali people after he had sold Lammermoor 
Station. CB2 holds a similar view of Christison but like CB3, CB4 and CB5 he defers 
his authority to CB1 or CB6. CB2 spoke on behalf of his deceased mother providing a 
detailed family history and stories of her life growing up as an Aboriginal girl in 
Queensland. CB2 tended to subconsciously use the photographs and objects as visual 
cues for his memories, as when seeing a copy of a photograph of Kiara he stated 
when my mum was six, seven, eight, around that age and she does recall 
cleaning and polishing the breast plate of one of the Aboriginal elders who use 
to come into Hughenden and she thinks that might be Kyra or Kiara  
- (CB007). 
CB2 spoke mainly about the past, as it had been narrated to him by his mother 
frequently, qualifying his statements in order to remind me that he didn’t actually know 
that much and would like to learn more. This may have been due to the fact that my 
questions centered on the Christison collection and his ancestor’s relations to it. It was 
interesting then to see CB2 in his role as a gallery steward at the National Museum of 
Australia (figure 4.1), when myself and the other Yirandali people I had spoken to 
visited the newly reopened Landmarks gallery at the National Museum of Australia in  
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June 2011, which featured selected objects from the British Museum’s Christison 
collection. It had become apparent throughout the interviews for this thesis that they had 
expected to be invited to view the new Landmarks gallery at the National Museum of 
Australia in which they featured. National Museum of Australia staff had interviewed 
them at the State Library in Queensland in June 2010, as one display in the Landmarks 
gallery was to look at the role of Robert Christison in the Australian landscape. After 
National Museum of Australia staff were alerted to this confusion of expectations the 
Yirandali representatives were invited to attend a tour of the new exhibition and the 
museum as a whole. CB1 described his reaction to the display as, ‘I was very proud and 
honored to see the Yirendali3 objects’ (CB1 pers comm. 2011), and with CB2 
expressing a similar view when he said that he felt ‘privileged to be amongst the first 
Yirandali descendants to view these artefacts for the first time here in Australia’ (CB2 
pers comm. 2012). All five representatives expressed pride in relation to viewing the 
display, but were also restrained in expressing this. Whilst in previous interviews CB1 
had appeared to be the authority figure, CB2 now took on that role as a kind of 
custodian of Yirandali culture, the museum was his domain. In contrast then CB6, the 
only contemporary Yirandali person I spoke to who still lives on country, spoke about 
both life after Lammermoor and the present day Yirandali cultural heritage. She was the 
only person to question the role of CB1 as authority on Yirandali people and their 
cultural heritage, and stated that whilst he was useful to work with, he didn’t always 
have the background knowledge that she and some of the other older ladies had. 
 
In addition to interviewing descendants of the Yirandali people who had lived on 
Lammermoor Station, I also chose to contact some of the women who had been taught 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  3	  CB1 spells Yirandali, as Yirendali. He is the only person I spoke to that does so, and because he 
registered the company Yirendali Pty LTD this is the reason is it spelt this way.	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by Bennett when she worked as a teacher at Mount Margaret Mission in Leonora, 
Western Australia. I met with CB8, a leading educator in the WA education system and 
former pupil of Bennett, at the Centro Galleria shopping mall in the Perth suburb of 
Morley. CB8’s life was a stark contrast to that of the Yirandali people who live in 
Cherbourg and Richmond. Despite having been raised in a mission, CB8 had 
established a life for herself outside of the mission context, something many of the 
Yirandali people at Cherbourg had been unable to do. CB8 provided the context for 
Bennett’s later life, describing Bennett’s treatment of the Aboriginal children at the 
mission, and her manner and personality. CB8’s responses give clues as to how 
Bennett’s early life influenced her later life, as she described how the children at the 
mission called Bennett ‘gubaliee [grandmother]’ (CB009). Bennett created a family 
amongst the Aboriginal people at the mission. She was attempting to recreate the 
familial environment she had experienced amongst the Lammermoor Yirandali people, 
demonstrated by her statement to interviewer Max Brown in 1964 that 
I returned to Australia to serve the people who had made my childhood happy- 
but as my old nurse was dead and my playmates of the Dallebura tribe 
dispersed- I came to this side of the continent 
- (Brown 1964:7).  
 
After conducting interviews with Yirandali representatives it had become apparent that 
there was a difference in the responses of the people I spoke to based on where the 
interview took place. Out of all of the conversations that occurred around these 
collections, the narratives, which have emerged, explain the ways that different people 
value these objects and photographs, and what the collections mean for them. By 
analyzing both the way that people respond in interviews, and their responses, it is 
possible to argue that different spatial contexts generate different emotional responses, 
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and different answers within an interview (Trower 2011). I have described this as a 
difference between conducting interviews in country and interviews on country. It is 
also apparent though that these categories are fluid, and that they are a product of 
people’s perceptions of a situation, as much as they are a product of my own perception 
of why interviewees behaved in the way that they did, and said the things that they did 
(Lydon 2010, Hafner 2013). During an interview with CB3 in her hometown of 
Cherbourg she described her visits to the State Library of Queensland, where the 
consultations for the Landmarks exhibit took place, and a visit she made with her family 
to Lammermoor Station. She described for me how she felt at each one. When 
contemplating her visit to State Library of Queensland she spoke about the way State 
Library of Queensland had cared for the Christison objects in their collection stating 
that ‘I was really happy they [State Library of Queensland] did it all packed it [the 
object] with wool, I thought it was very good’ (CB004). CB3 was happy that the 
museum had looked after the objects by storing them well so that future generations of 
Yirandali people could visit the library and access the collection. When discussing her 
visit to Lammermoor Station she said ‘I was really excited about the stuff [the building 
ruins] that we did see, I looked at and I sort of felt it when I put my hand on it, I felt it 
you know’ (CB004).  By analysing CB3’s responses to her descriptions of encountering 
Yirandali cultural heritage at both State Library of Queensland and Lammermoor what 
becomes apparent is that different contexts generate different responses to the same or 
similar material. Based on my interviews with the Yirandali women at Cherbourg it has 
been possible to identify three modes of interviewee response; the first is generated in 
the institutional setting. This can be the museum or in this case the State Library of 
Queensland. In this setting CB3 could touch and see objects belonging to her family’s 
history, but in a sterile environment. The alienation of the objects from their place of 
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origin in turn generated a response by CB3 that is to some extent emotionally removed 
from the situation. The second response was generated in the home. In this case CB3 
and her family have never and/or no longer live on or near Lammermoor. Her 
associations with her own home in Cherbourg, and with the family members from 
Lammermoor who have lived at her home in Cherbourg and told her stories about 
Lammermoor, provide a contemplative reaction. There is an emotional response but it is 
reflective, and restrained. The interviews conducted with CB3 and her family for this 
thesis were done so in this second setting, her home at Cherbourg. The third response, 
which emerged, is generated in situ. When CB3 and her family members went to 
Lammermoor Station on Yirandali country, the actual geographic location where the 
history of the Christison collection occurred, and where the Christison collection was 
made. To see the places that her family stories spoke of in the flesh and to stand on the 
land on which the photographs were taken, and from whence the objects were created, 
generated the ability to transport her back to that very moment in time and almost 
experience it for herself. I was unable to conduct interviews in this third setting. 
However, in order to demonstrate this theory, it is possible to compare the responses 
from interviews conducted with the Yirandali ladies in Cherbourg, their own 
hometown, with their responses from interviews conducted by George Main during 
consultations at State Library of Queensland (appendix 12). In addition these responses 
can be compared with how the Yirandali ladies from Cherbourg discussed their visits to 
Lammermoor. In the institutional setting of the State Library of Queensland, CB3, CB4 
and CB5 all responded briefly and formally to Main’s questions. They were reluctant to 
hold objects when pushed by Main, despite commenting on the positive treatment that 
the objects had received by the State Library of Queensland. An interesting response 
emerged when Main asked if CB3 would like to donate several historical letters that 
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related to the Christison collection and remained in her family. Her response was ‘they 
got a folder on me in there, from when I was a little girl’ (Main 2010), and then she 
changed the subject. The associations CB3 made with the library were as a keeping 
place of government records, as she stated ‘the anthropologist had told us that we were 
a very lucky people to have it [their family history] all documented [by the Christison 
family]’ (Main 2010). She perceived the institution to be formal, and could not 
reconcile this perception with the notion of personal informal family possessions. In the 
home setting at Cherbourg, the Yirandali ladies appeared more relaxed in their manner 
and their responses. They made jokes when I did not know what the Australian names 
for animals were, and spoke fondly and with emotion of family members who had lived 
at Lammermoor, stating that ‘he [CB3’s grandfather] referred to them [the Christison 
children] in his letter those girls and they referred to him as Uncle Jacob’ (CB005). 
They also spoke freely and knowledgeably about their family history, discussing who 
was related to whom. In both of the above interview settings the Yirandali ladies spoke 
about their visit to Lammermoor Station. CB3 described how 
oh I cried when I went back, I cried because when I saw it all I thought about 
him [Jacob Chermside] sitting around the fire telling all his stories about it. I 




I engaged more with the Yirandali people at Cherbourg than the other people I 
interviewed. Their reliance on forms of written or digital communication with me was 
virtually non-existent, unlike that of CB1 and CB2. As a result all of the information I 
received from them was gained during in person interviews. Interviewing people in 
person allows for a lot more other information to come out, that whilst at the time might 
appear extraneous, after later consideration is often extremely useful in understanding 
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why people responded in the way they did. If it weren’t for this extraneous information 
I would not have heard the stories of the visit by CB3, CB4 and CB5 to the State 
Library of Queensland or to Lammermoor Station that then allowed me to compare how 
they responded to my questions with how they responded at State Library of 
Queensland and at Lammermoor Station. Thus not all of the interviews with the 
Yirandali people I spoke to fit neatly into these categories, as the manner of that 
particular person, and other personal circumstances also played a contributing factor in 
the way that people responded. However the recognition of how different spatial 
contexts can play a role in the way people respond is an important factor that should be 
considered when museum collections are being consulted, as responses generated within 
community consultations can greatly affect the way that that collection is subsequently 
exhibited, and in turn the way that that language group is represented to an international 
public. 
 
4.2 Conversations with the Tiwi 
Unlike the Christison collections, the Litchfield collection in the British Museum has 
never been researched. With the exception of Litchfield’s granddaughter JL1, who has 
conducted biographical research on Litchfield herself, there are no other researchers 
currently interested in the Litchfield collections held at the British Museum. As such 
there was no existing contact base to use as a starting point when arranging initial 
interviews about the collections. There are also no named makers for the objects 
collected by Litchfield, nor are the people in the photographs she sent to the British 
Museum named. Historically the Aboriginal population in the Northern Territory is also 
different to that of Northern Queensland in the way that many of the language groups 
have maintained much of their cultural knowledge and practices that were documented 
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by Litchfield. This is if Aboriginal people were sent to missions and ‘native’ settlements 
in the Northern Territory, particularly in the local Darwin area, they were often on that 
person’s country and so ties to the land remained strong.  
 
Unlike the interviews for the Christison collection, I had waited until I arrived in 
Australia to arrange the interviews for the Litchfield collection. I had hoped that further 
archival research conducted in Australia would enable me to choose which objects 
within the Litchfield collection to focus on. As a result I chose to research the objects 
collected by Litchfield that bore the label Melville Island because during initial 
background research it seemed like they would be able to provide a succinct story. The 
Melville Island collection is a manageable group of objects that complement an easily 
identifiable set of photographs. Tiwi people can be identified as having a material 
culture that is distinct from mainland Australian Aboriginal material culture, which 
whilst also being extremely diverse, tends to share many common features, including 
object types, such as the boomerang and the didgeridoo, objects that are not found in the 
Tiwi Islands. 
 
Whilst I was organizing interviews for the Litchfield collection, staff at the National 
Museum of Australia who were working on the collaborative Australian exhibition 
between the National Museum of Australia and the British Museum were starting to 
conduct consultations with Aboriginal communities from whom they had selected 
British Museum objects to exhibit. They had chosen several Melville Island objects to 
be displayed in the exhibition, and two were from the Litchfield collection. I had 
planned to visit the Tiwi Islands in December 2010 as an initial visit before conducting 
interviews later on the following year. However due to adverse weather conditions that 
	   239	  
occurred during the wet season4 whilst I was in Darwin, I was unable to do so. 
Throughout the ten months spent researching these collections in Australia I had begun 
working with the National Museum of Australia staff on the exhibition text for the 
Litchfield and Christison objects. Thus it was suggested that myself and two of the 
researchers at the National Museum of Australia form a team to conduct consultations 
in the Tiwi Islands, and so in June 2011 Dr Jenny Newell, National Museum of  
 
Figure 4.2 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  4	  The wet season in the Northern Territory can last from October to April, generally most rain falls in 
December and January, and cyclones are commonplace during this time.	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Figure 4.3 
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Australia cadet Rebecca Richards and I conducted interviews in the Tiwi Islands over 
the period of a week. 
 
Prior to speaking to people on the Tiwi Islands it was important to verify the 
provenance of objects that would be shown to people, in order to ascertain whether they 
were in fact Tiwi, and that the objects and photographs were unlikely to offend anyone. 
I consulted Stephen Anderson, an ex Tiwi art advisor, Shirley Collins, a Tiwi art dealer, 
Anita Angel, curator at Charles Darwin University, Margie West a freelance curator in 
Darwin who has done extensive work in the Tiwi Islands, Lindy Allen at Museum 
Victoria, and Louise Hamby at the Australia National University. These early 
consultations were valuable insights into how little I knew about Tiwi art and culture, 
and how much I was about to learn. With the exception of a bone awl or pointing bone, 
which it was suggested would have been used by a medicine man to curse someone, I 
was advised that people would be happy to view all of the objects and photographs5. 
The consultations also helped to establish which objects had been mislabelled as Tiwi 
by Litchfield. Often museum objects are given geographical associations by their 
collectors that are incorrect in terms of style and place but not in terms of where that 
collector may have collected the object. This misattribution can be due to the fact that 
the object has moved through several language groups as a result of migration for work 
purposes or government relocation. In other situations a collector may have travelled 
over a vast area collecting objects and then selling them on from a single place. The  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  5	  During interviews conducted at Jilamara Arts and Crafts it became apparent that the bone awl was in 
fact a wallaby bone needle used in the construction of tungas. The bone awl had been made a restricted 
object by a Tiwi art dealer who was herself part Tiwi. By restricting this object she was imposing her own 
authority on me and on the object itself, thus demonstrating the many ways that people can perceive a 
single object. Whilst I perceived the art dealer to be an authority on Tiwi material culture it is also 
important to recognize in interviews that people’s responses  are subject to their own cultural 
understandings, and what one person believes may not be the same as that of another. Thus whilst it was 
important to understand that the bone awl may be a restricted object, and to apply caution when showing 
the object to other people, it is important to gain other perspectives.	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objects would then become attributed to that place of transaction. As a result of the 
initial consultations conducted with academics, museums professionals and those linked 
with the production and sale of Tiwi art several of the objects in the Litchfield 
collection that had been labelled Tiwi, were reattributed in terms of style and place. 
Generally, it seemed that the conical baskets (fig 4.2) in the Litchfield collection were 
originally made by people from Western Arnhem Land. The striped, coloured wool and 
plain wool dilly bags (fig 4.3) were reattributed to Arnhem Land, or Borroloola, and the 
coloured wool armlets (fig 4.4) were also reattributed to being made in Borroloola. 
After much discussion it appears that the woven headbands (fig 4.5) would have been 
made by people from Arnhem Land and feature glass beads that would have been 
introduced by Macassan trepangers (Hamby pers comm. 2012).  
 
During the interview preparation process it was also helpful to consult historical 
ethnographies of the Tiwi in order to identify which objects and photographs might 
feature Tiwi Islanders or have been made by them. During his 1912 visit to the Tiwi 
Islands, Baldwin Spencer made the following observation about body scarification on 
Tiwi Islanders;  
the Bathurst Islanders seem to have them chiefly on the upper arm, the Melville 
people in a double line on the front of the body, extending from the level of the  
collar-bone to below the navel, and on the back from the shoulder-blade down to 
the buttocks  
- (Batty 2006:175).  
This description was a useful tool for identifying Tiwi Islanders in some of the 
photographs in the Litchfield collection, which was made during the same time period 
as Spencer was conducting his research. In addition to having clearly identified Tiwi  
body scarification thanks to Spencer’s ethnographies, through his descriptions of Tiwi 
costume, and his own photographs showing Tiwi body adornment it was possible to  
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identify Tiwi false beards, goose balls, and parmajinnis in some of the Litchfield 
photographs, which clearly identified the subjects as being Tiwi (fig 4.6). 
 
The interviews that I conducted on the Tiwi Islands were arranged to coincide with the 
centenary celebrations of the arrival of Bishop Gsell at Nguiu on Bathurst Island in 
1911. In 1978 Tiwi Islanders were granted inalienable title to the Tiwi Islands under the 
Aboriginal Land Rights Northern Territory Act (Morris 2001:16). As such, any visitors 
to the islands have to apply for a permit. Protocol also dictated that myself and  
the two National Museum of Australia researchers arrange our visit through the Tiwi 
Land Council, who would then broker our communications with the arts centres we 
planned on visiting. Our plan then was to first meet with the Tiwi Land Council at 
Nguiu on Bathurst Island before travelling to Milikapiti on Melville Island to speak to 
people at Jilamara Arts and Crafts Centre, and then to Pirlangimpi to speak to people at 
Munupi Arts and Crafts, as well as viewing the Turtle Dreaming Festival celebrations 
whilst at Pirlangimpi. Despite the suspension of the permit system as part of the 
Northern Territory National Emergency Response (the Intervention), permits (appendix 
9) for working and staying on the Tiwi Islands still needed to be applied for from the 
Tiwi Land Council. This retention of Indigenous protocol in the face of sweeping 
changes being implemented by the Australian Federal Government demonstrates 
Aboriginal resistance, and a refusal to accept the newly enforced laws. 
 
We travelled to Nguiu on Bathurst Island by ferry, joining a large amount of people all 
there for the centenary of Bishop Gsell’s arrival on the island. We watched the  
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celebrations, which lasted all morning, explored St Therese’s church and watched the 
Catholic/Tiwi midday service, which is a typically Catholic service but incorporates 
Tiwi dance, dress and language into the proceedings. Inside the church are murals, 
which depict Tiwi creation myths (fig 4.7), as well as Catholic iconography. The 
imagery in the church demonstrates how two different belief systems, which have 
similar core values, have joined together to create a hybrid religion that accommodates 
both the needs of the Tiwi Islanders and the desires of the Catholic Diocese. Our 
participation in this community celebration allowed us to speak to many Tiwi Islanders 
we would later interview at the two art centres. It also provided the context for how the 
Tiwi incorporate material culture into their lives today, as many of the women wore 
parmajinnis on their arms during the service, made from modern materials such as raffia 
and acrylic feathers (fig 4.8). After the service we met with the Tiwi Land Council. The 
meeting (fig 4.9) was in part a form of protocol. In the same way that speaking to 
Yirandali people meant going through CB1, speaking to Tiwi people meant going 
through the Tiwi Land Council. This meeting did not generate any meaningful 
responses to the objects or photographs but the council did provide us with the names of 
specific people to speak to in Milikapiti and Pirlangimpi. JL2, a Tiwi man, and a 
member of the Tiwi Land Council also agreed to attend our consultations at Munupi 
Arts and Crafts, to share his own knowledge and to act as a translator.  
 
The first set of Tiwi interviews were conducted at Jilamara Arts and Crafts in Milikapiti 
on Melville Island. We had met with artists from the centre, and other residents at the 
Milikapiti Sports Club the night before, and spoken to them about our project, 
encouraging them to come and look at the photos of objects and copies of photographs 
the next day at the arts centre. We also hosted a lunch the next day and this was 
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advertised as a way of encouraging people to visit. Food and drink as an exchange for 
information became an accepted part of my interviews, not just with Yirandali people 
but also during my interviews with Tiwi people. The two arts centres on Melville Island 
are not just places to make art, but central hubs for the two communities. People sit 
outside Jilamara Arts and Crafts and play cards most afternoons, socialising with their 
fellow card players and everyone that walks past. Melville Island is a partially dry 
island, meaning that the sale of alcohol is prohibited, except at the social clubs in the 
two communities. At the Milikapiti Social Club alcohol is available between four and 
seven in the evening on weekdays and sale is limited to four mid strength beers per 
person. You are also not allowed to bring in any alcohol from the mainland. 
Paradoxically, all you can buy to drink at the social club is beer, no soft drinks; there 
were four types, all mid strength. I was not a beer drinker and this reaction was met with 
surprise, saying no to the offer of a beer was also perceived in some cases as rudeness. 
Thus in order to socialize and chat to people on an equal level I shared a few beers. One 
of my colleagues from the National Museum of Australia, who accompanied me on the 
visit, then purchased everyone else’s subsequent beers and no one had any qualms 
walking straight up to her and asking for another beer. Whilst this was an opportunity to 
introduce our research in an informal setting, it was also an attempt to build 
relationships so that people would be comfortable talking to us the next day. My new 
found knowledge of Aussie Rules Football also came in very useful at this point and for 
the rest of my time in Milikapiti people referred to me as the ‘Bombers girl’.6 
Participating in social situations like the social club, could be perceived as an ethically 
unsound methodology for community consultations, however in this situation buying 
people beer or willing to demonstrate that you could and would participate is not a  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  6	  The Essendon Bombers AFL team is known colloquially as the bombers. They are popular on the Tiwi 
Islands as the club operates a smaller Aboriginal affiliate club, the Tiwi Bombers, many of whom go on 
to later play for the Essendon club.	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perceived as a bribe but a way of gaining support and trust. At no point were we under 
any pressure not to refuse someone a beer, and the situation was mediated by the arts 
advisor who knew the community very well. Lorraine Gibson in her fieldwork in 
Wilcannia, New South Wales, writes that ‘when I refused drinks at the pub…I was told, 
“You with Barka now, you have to be like Barka”.,.[drinking] with friends was a sign of 
trust and sociality’ (Gibson 2013:12). Going to the social club in the evening is a 
popular activity for everyone in Milikapiti, not only can you have a beer but there is a 
small takeway restaurant in the room adjacent to the bar. Just as Gibson built her 
relationships in the field during her time spent at the local pub if we were to integrate 
ourselves with the community, attending the social club was just as important as going 
to the arts centre.  
 
We had decided to structure our interviews with the Tiwi people at both of the arts 
centres as group discussions, which would hopefully then allow for more intimate  
additional interviews later on in the day. The staff from the National Museum of 
Australia showed a PowerPoint presentation that introduced the collaborative exhibition 
between the National Museum of Australia and the British Museum, and included my 
selection of objects and photos from the Litchfield collection. We scrolled through the 
presentation with a group of 4-6 people at a time, discussing the objects, their 
techniques, materials, and uses, as well as the photographs. People tended to wander in 
and out during the PowerPoint presentation, which was shown twice during the day, and 
I took notes on people’s responses. After the PowerPoint presentation I then wandered 
around to speak to people individually using my folder of A4 copies of the Litchfield 
photographs, and booklets of the Litchfield objects. Particular engagement was made by 
Tiwi people at Jilamara Arts and Crafts with the images of the Litchfield objects. How  
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they were made, what they would have been used for, and what materials they were 
made from formed the basis of most people’s responses. I was told for example how a 
pandanus basket was made. The process was described in detail from the picking of the 
leaves to how they would have been dried, to the construction and then how the basket 
would be used to carry ochres which were collected to decorate the pukumani poles and 
the tungas [bark bags] (JL002). By describing in detail the processes of making these 
objects to me, the Tiwi people were asserting their social identity as Tiwi Islanders who 
own the specific knowledge of these practices. Contemporary artists at Jilamara Arts 
and Crafts may not make many of the objects that feature in the Litchfield collection but 
their paintings and sculptures still use the ochres that have always been present in the 
landscape and in Tiwi material culture, and they still collect and prepare these pigments 
in the same ways their ancestors did. When describing these processes an importance 
was placed on relational information. For example the pandanus basket exists to carry 
ochres, which in turn are needed to decorate another object, the pukumani pole or the 
tunga, which in turn is used as part of funerary ceremonies. Different parts of these 
relations then link to different places on the island, the place where the ochre was 
collected, or the pukumani ceremony would have taken place. In turn, Tiwi people 
understand themselves through these events and places. Thus, after the interviews 
finished for the day, JL3 and JL4, who run Jilamara suggested that we take a drive 
around Milikapiti to see the landscape. They took us to Karslake beach where the white 
ochre was collected from the cliffs (fig 4.10), and also showed us the sections of the 
road where the red ochre is removed from. On our way to the beach we drove past 
numerous graveyards, sites where pukumani poles had been erected with a tunga placed 
on top and left to disintegrate back into the earth (fig 4.11).  
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As well as discussing the construction of the objects if an object was identified as not 
being Tiwi, people would offer both a suggestion as to where to the object could have 
been made or the technique could have been learnt, and how it might have arrived in the 
Tiwi Islands. When the people I spoke to at Jilamara Arts and Crafts were shown 
pictures of conical woven baskets, the women spoke of how this was a basketry 
technique from Arnhem Land, and suggested that if this object had been collected on 
Melville Island or from Melville Island people that the technique could have been 
introduced by women from Oenpelli who visited the islands in the early twentieth  
century. Similarly, when people were shown images of woven striped dilly bags from 
the Litchfield collection, the women in the room stated that these were ‘from mainland’ 
(JL002). When they were shown images of the coiled woven basket (fig 4.12), people 
again stated that this was a mainland object. It was also noted that recently a Jilamara 
Arts and Crafts artist had made a similar basket, she had been taught by her mother, 
who was taught by her own mother at Pirlangimpi. When people were shown pictures  
of objects collected by Litchfield they were also asked if they were happy for these 
objects to be exhibited and whether there would be anything that should be conveyed 
about these objects and photographs to the public. When I asked people about specific 
jilamara [designs] on objects people stated that they were known by the artist and the 
artist alone and so there were no restrictions on showing these objects. 
 
Our second set of interviews took place at Munupi Arts and Crafts at Pirlangimpi, 
further south on Melville Island. The interviews followed the same format as those  
interviews conducted at Jilamara Arts and Crafts, with myself and the two National 
Museum of Australia staff members showing the PowerPoint presentation twice, and 
then walking around the arts centre to talk to people individually. Before we began our 
	   255	  
presentation one of the staff members gave us a tour of the buildings, and introduced us 
to the artists. Unlike at Jilamara Arts and Crafts, people came to Munupi Arts and 
Crafts who were not just artists, and perhaps because of this the response was a greater 
depth of knowledge and a higher level of interest and excitement. Our larger audience 
was also, in part, due to the activities of the Turtle Dreaming Festival that was 
happening at Munupi Arts and Crafts later that day. The local school children had 
painted their own turtle dreamings and the paintings had been judged in a competition 
held at the arts centre. This was a fantastic event to be a part of as it demonstrated how 
the children in the community were taking an active part in their cultural heritage, and 
how it was taught within the school system on the island.  The children performed the 
turtle-dreaming dance outside the arts centre in the afternoon (figure 4.13) and it was 
also interesting to be able to make comparisons with dancing in some of the historical 
photographs (figure 4.14).  
 
Due to the complex logistics of arranging meetings on the Tiwi Islands and the expense 
of getting and staying there I was only able to make one visit. This resulted in a 
completely different experience compared to that of interviewing Yirandali people. 
There was a sense of urgency and also sadness as I knew this might be the only time I 
would ever meet these people. This in turn made me feel slightly awkward as it seemed 
I was fulfilling the stereotype of the researcher who enters an indigenous community, 
gets what they need and then leaves again. Conversely, because Tiwi Islanders have 
been researched and interviewed a lot more than Yirandali people have in relation to 
their material culture, and because Tiwi Islanders are deeply connected to their culture 
in a way that the Yirandali people I spoke to were not, I didn’t feel such a sense of 
obligation as I felt towards the Yirandali people whom I had spoken to. This isn’t to say  
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that Yirandali people aren’t connected to their culture but because so many Yirandali 
people were removed from their land during the twentieth century they have come to 
feel that they don’t know so much about the lives their ancestors lived in a way that 
contemporary Tiwi Islanders do.  
 
When analyzing the responses of the Tiwi interviewees it is harder to identify different 
modes of response and the effect of the spatial context on the latter, firstly because all 
interviews were conducted on country, and secondly because the Tiwi, unlike the 
Yirandali, have not been historically dispersed from their traditional country. That is not 
to say that change has not occurred, and that the impact of European settlers in the Tiwi 
Islands is not felt, it is, but the way it has been dealt with by the Tiwi Islanders, and the 
way it has affected them is markedly different. That said it is possible to compare the 
responses from the meeting with the Tiwi Land Council with those interviews 
conducted at the arts centres. The meeting with the Tiwi Land Council took place at the 
council headquarters in Nguiu, a formal setting. The building is a place where business 
happens, and decisions are made that affect the entire both islands. At the Tiwi Land 
Council JL2 was reluctant to discuss his own knowledge of the Litchfield objects and 
photographs, seeming to believe that within this formal context it was not appropriate to 
discuss his personal views on the cultural heritage. In contrast, when the interviews 
were conducted in the two art centres the atmosphere was much more informal. People 
argued amongst themselves both in Tiwi and in English. They picked up the images, 
poking at them, and gesticulating with them, engaging with the collection on both a 
physical and an emotional level. The art centres are spaces where the majority of Tiwi 
Islanders spend most of their time if they are outside of their own homes, they are in 
effect extensions of their own homes. The responses generated to the Litchfield 
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collection in the art centre interviews were more emotionally charged than those 
generated during the ‘at home’ interviews with the Yirandali. Perhaps they were less 
emotional than they would have been, had they occurred in the actual physical location 
where that particular object that was being discussed had been collected, or that 
particular photograph had been taken. 
 
During interviews conducted at Munupi Arts and Crafts people engaged more with the 
photographs (fig 4.15) from the Litchfield collection than with the objects. Many of the 
Tiwi Islanders I was speaking to recognised their relatives in the photographs as well as 
being able to identify particular ceremonies that were taking place within the 
photograph. Once the final PowerPoint presentation at Munupi Arts and Crafts had 
finished, JL5, JL6, JL7, and a few younger Tiwi women remained to talk to myself and 
my two colleagues from the National Museum of Australia. I showed the Tiwi women 
all of the Litchfield Tiwi photographs and they told us how one set of images (figs 4.16-
18) depicted the moment when a girl becomes a woman. They had waited behind 
because although the men can view the images, the women did not want to talk about 
the details of the ceremony whilst the men were present. JL5, JL6 and JL7 also wrote 
down all the Tiwi words for bracelets, rings and other ceremonial wear. The women had 
waited to give us this information partly due to cultural protocol, and also because they 
had not wanted to interrupt or appear more knowledgeable than the senior elder JL8 
who was present throughout the interviews. JL8 is viewed by the community at 
Pirlangimpi as the expert and everyone I spoke to at Munupi Arts and Crafts would wait 
for JL8 to give his opinion because giving theirs. Thus just as with the Yirandali people 
I spoke to, notions of authority were in operation and controlled what information I 
could hear, from whom and when. 
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As in the Yirandali interviews, the Tiwi people I spoke to were most excited when they 
recognized people in the Litchfield’s photographs. As the lives of the Tiwi people I 
spoke to became embodied in the photographs, it made the Tiwi people, who knew the 
subject of the photograph nostalgic and the Tiwi people who saw their ancestors who 
they had never met, curious. The Tiwi people I spoke to at Munupi Arts and Crafts 
wanted to know what else I could show them, what else I could tell them. For example 
JL9 recognized her grandfather known as Big Don in one of the photographs (fig 4.19) 
and shouted out in excitement, ‘my family from Milikapiti’ (JL004). Roslyn Poignant 
describes a similar moment in her book Encounter at Nagalarramba (1996) where 
Gordon Machbirrbirr, an interviewee, is being shown photographs featuring his 
ancestors. Machbirrbirr’s response to the photographs was,  
it’s like a life coming to you. Like you have your life coming back…I have 
never seen my ancestor, but I would like to see them in the photo you know, and 
say: Ah, yeah, this my grandfather. And when you look at the photo and say, Ah 
and you think that spirit of that person came to the life. And lived  
- (Poignant 1996:2).  
When listening to the responses of both the Yirandali and Tiwi people to the Christison 
and Litchfield photographs it was also important to consider the impact of these 
photographs on their lives. CB3 and JL9, for example, were recovering the identities of 
relatives, and in turn their younger selves and their interactions with these relatives. 
When conducting consultations between source communities and museum collections 
the way indigenous people talk about and around photographs can be seen as a ‘forensic 
extrapolation of content’ (Edwards 2005:30), for example describing who is in the 
photograph or what is happening in the photograph. However ‘the social systems of 
telling histories into which images are absorbed are socially grounded, embodied and 
expressed through subjective relations with photographs’ (Edwards 2005:30). 
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Photographs are entangled in an ongoing set of social relations that exist beyond the 
image itself whereby the photographs form part of social biographies. 
 
Photographs, rather than objects, ‘furnish evidence’ (Sontag 1973:5), they are a form of 
proof that something happened or existed. Photography fitted into the process of 
salvage ethnography very neatly as anthropologists could use photographs as a way of 
remembering a time or a people who they believed were about to die out. For the 
contemporary Yirandali people who looked at the photographs, the photographs became 
a piece of evidence that demonstrated the positive relationship between Christison and 
the Yirandali, as many remarked, ‘weren’t they well fed’ (CB0011), ‘weren’t they given 
lovely clothes’ (CB007). Similarly the Litchfield photographs generated responses such 
as ‘the men are nice and fat’ (JL003), and ‘Tiwi warriors, I wouldn’t want to meet them 
on a dark night’ (JL003). The Tiwi people I spoke to used the Litchfield photographs to 
perpetuate the stereotype of the strong and successful Tiwi Islander that they saw as 
existing then, and still existing today.  
 
However Poignant argues that whilst photographs can be seen as a source of 
documentation ‘consideration [should also] be given to the relationship between the 
content and the construction of these images’ (Poignant 1996:6). For the Yirandali in 
particular, the Christison photographs were taken at a moment of cultural change and 
upheaval. They are a marker of colonisation, and denote a change in Yirandali identity 
politics through the Europeanisation of the Yirandali. The re-engagement of Yirandali 
and Tiwi people with the subjects of these photographs bridges the gap between now 
and that period of encounter and change.  
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In addition it is important to consider that, for the most part, photographs are still 
concerned with ‘tacit imperatives of taste and conscience’ (Sontag 1973:6). The 
photographer may alter an image to make it more appealing or pick or create a certain 
scene, to purport a particular idea. Whilst photographs do indeed capture reality, the 
reality we see, as the viewer, is a particular kind of reality, shaped not just by the 
choices of the photographer, but also by our own perceptions and cultural bias. For 
example, what I see when I look at the photographs is different to what was described to 
me by the Tiwi and the Yirandali people I spoke to. The meaning of the photograph 
relies on the interpretation of the viewer, or the guidance of some form of 
accompanying text. In particular, this is true for the Christison photographs, which we 
see used by Bennett in Christison of Lammermoor (1927) as a way of providing 
evidence for the narrative she produced on her father, her family, the Yirandali and their 
happy life at Lammermoor. What we know from looking at other historical sources is 
that the narrative produced by Bennett was not as positive as she would like the reader 
of her book to believe. 
 
The narratives that are produced as a result of these reengagements fill in what was lost 
in the space in between when these photographs were taken and our engagement with 
them now. It is the information that one person attaches to that photograph that makes it 
an important historical record, not the physical photograph. For example when Barthes 
describes the portrait of his mother in the Winter Garden in Camera Lucida: Reflections 
on Photography  (1981), his description of the photograph is beyond what is visible in 
the photograph itself, as Barthes discusses his mother’s age and her social context at the 
time. Without people to provide context, photographs are meaningless. To return then to 
considering how the Yirandali and Tiwi people I spoke to engaged with the 
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photographs, independent of the objects, we can consider how the attribution of one’s 
own meaning to a photograph, as well as the meaning that has been attributed to that 
photograph by an institution or owner of some kind, allows us to argue that rather than 
simply being a piece of evidence, photographic meaning, like that of objects is complex, 
as photographs too become entangled in differing systems of meanings (Pinney 
1994:10). Thus meaning can be created through the ‘intersections of ethnography, 
history and the past, both as a confrontation with the past and as an active and 
constituent part of the present’ (Edwards 2001:7). ‘Photographs not only represent but 
also evoke’ (Edwards 2005:29), allowing us to consider the often complex set of 
relationships within which they negotiate. ‘However photographs are not merely a result 
of social relations but active within them, maintaining, reproducing and articulating 
shifting relations’ (Edwards 2005:29). When exhibited, a museum visitor may also 
attribute meaning to the Litchfield and Christison photographs separate to that meaning 
which has been generated by the museum which is in turn informed by the source 
community or collector. Whilst the museum’s display of this photograph as a symbol of 
a particular event, culture or person may then remain constant, it is impossible to 
control the attribution of additional private meaning to that photograph by the public. 
Thus the museum and archive public, and the people spoken to in consultation projects 
like this one and like Poignant’s (1996), continually expand the meaning attached to 
photographs demonstrating the ongoing negotiation of meaning within the photographs 
themselves. 
 
4.3 Conversations on country 
As part of my research I had wanted to visit Lammermoor Station the geographical 
space where Bennett had lived and grown up, and where the Christison objects and  
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photographs began their lives. Place has the capacity to influence the style of one’s 
writing, and there is an emotional connection to the land that is often brought out in the 
way people write about or around a particular place. In going to Lammermoor Station I 
hoped, perhaps, to gain some insight into the way Bennett chose to represent her parents 
in Christison of Lammermoor (1927). Lammermoor Station is still a working cattle 
station and National Museum of Australia curator Ian Coates had been in contact with 
the current owners and managers Sam and Annie Brown about a potential visit. The day 
after interviewing CB6, I drove from Hughenden to Prairie and then down the 
development road to the turning for Lammermoor Station marked by an old plough (fig 
4.20). The journey along the road from the mailbox to the front door takes about 10-15 
minutes in a car and you have to drive over Torrens Creek. Because of the size of the 
property and the frequency with which the land in that area floods the Brown family 
own a plane, and regularly use this to collect their mail. When I arrived I met Sam 
Brown and his father who is well into his 70s. I explained my project and Brown 
brought out a set of photographs taken by the Christison family, and some also taken by 
Charles Bowly, a jackaroo who worked for the Christisons. The photographs were 
copies of originals that had been sent to the Browns by a historian working in the area 
who had discovered them in a local photographic studio. The studio subsequently burnt 
down, and the copies belonging to the Browns and the historian are all that remains. The 
Browns are well aware of the historical significance of their property, but juxtaposed 
with this is the fact that Lammermoor Station is their home and their livelihood. Rather 
than renovate the original home built by the Christison family the Browns had chosen to 
build a new home further away from Torrens Creek that runs through the property, and 
built it in the raised Queenslander style. As is the case with all Queensland hospitality 
the family were relaxed and friendly. I was, however, slightly wary of their opinions on 
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Aboriginal people. I told the Brown family I was writing a history on Lammermoor 
Station, but what I didn’t make explicit was that I was in touch with contemporary 
descendants of the Yirandali people that once lived and worked on the station. In 
hindsight, perhaps this was not the best thing to do but then if I had been completely 
candid I may not have received their honest opinion on the relationship and right of the 
Yirandali descendants to the land and the material culture produced on that land. I asked 
Brown about a visit that had happened a few years earlier when a large group of 
Yirandali people had arranged to visit Lammermoor Station and the surrounding 
country. They never saw the new house or met with Brown. Instead Brown’s wife 
greeted the party at the site of the old Christison home, as Brown said he thought it best 
he remain at the house out of the way and let his wife deal with it all. His fear of dealing 
with the Yirandali people appeared to come from a fear of losing his land and his 
livelihood to a native title claim. This is an understandable fear but if he had spoken to 
the Yirandali people who visited he would have realised that they don’t want to take the 
land back from him. They just want to gain the recognition that is historically theirs and 
have some control over the areas that external companies might wish to mine for 
resources. In contrast to this the Brown family had been in touch with the local 
historical society about preserving the now derelict remains of the original 
Lammermoor homestead. The society will only preserve the site if the family pay for it 
themselves, and so nothing has been done.  
 
In addition to holding a photograph collection depicting the history of the Christison 
family on Lammermoor Station, and the lives of the Yirandali people after they had sold 
the property, the Browns also hold a small collection of objects. The objects (fig 4.19) 
are kept in a large white bucket in a shed and Brown brought them out to show me. 
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There were axe heads and grinding stones that had been kicked up when mustering 
cattle and had been in the land for years. They had presumably been made and 
discarded by the same Yirandali people whose objects are now in the British Museum. 
The objects are housed outside in a shed, in a plastic bucket, and that is a stark contrast 
to those almost identical objects that are sitting wrapped in tissue in boxes in a 
temperature and light controlled store. The objects in the bucket and those kept in the 
museum and library are essentially the same but their current location and how they 
have been treated through time means that they exist in very different worlds and 
regimes of value. CB1, CB2 and myself had discussed whether or not it would be 
possible for the Christison objects in the British Museum to travel back to Lammermoor 
Station temporarily but concluded that it would be very unlikely due to museum 
guidelines about how objects that are on loan need to be stored. Conversely, we knew 
that similar objects at Lammermoor Station were very accessible. Yet, because the 
Christison collections at the British Museum, State Library of Queensland, National 
Museum of Scotland, the Horniman Museum and the Pitt Rivers Museum were under 
museum custodianship, accessibility became more complicated.  
 
Museums are preserving these objects and looking after them for future generations. 
These future generations are still required to make appointments to view the objects, 
and for the majority of the Christison collection the future generations are required to 
travel across the other side of the world to view the objects. However, museums are a 
valuable resource for communities like the Yirandali who have been dispersed from 
their cultural heritage, and in many cases wish to reconnect with it. If museums did not 
exist, the Christison collection would presumably not exist as if the collection not been 
brought together by Bennett it may have been sold as separate parts, lost or destroyed. 
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But juxtaposed with this is the notion that some of these objects have existed outside of 
a museum context. There was, of course, no guarantee for the Christison family that any 
of the objects they were collecting would have survived without this collection 
occurring. Their motivations for making the collection and therefore preserving aspects 
of Yirandali cultural heritage reflected the belief held by many settlers during the 
period, that the Aboriginal people were dying out. The Christison collection and the 
notes made by Robert Christison that were collated into the book Christison of 
Lammermoor (Bennett 1927) reflect the intention of the Christison family to provide a 
record of the Yirandali that would memorialize them. 
 
The way that these objects in the bucket are now valued is entirely dependent on both 
where they are currently housed, and the ‘regimes of value’ (Appadurai 1986:15) 
through which they have moved, and may continue to move. An object that is stored in 
the bucket on Lammermoor Station and an object from the Christison collection would 
have begun their object biography at roughly the same point. At some specific moment, 
and for some specific reason the Christison object was chosen as an exchange object. 
This object would have then been attributed value by Christison as it then represented 
an example of Yirandali cultural heritage, with its singularity in the collection 
generating its value. Its placement into a museum collection later on, further imbued the 
object with value, and way that that object would have been displayed, or housed would 
also have been affected by the value that had been attributed to it. ‘Value is embodied in 
commodities that are exchanged’ (Appadurai 1986:5) and if one focuses on the object 
that is exchanged rather than the process itself we see how different peoples notions of 
what that object means, and is worth, contributes to that object’s value. Appadurai 
argues that in an exchange the object does not have 'an absolute value' because of the 
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demand for it, but that this demand imbues the object with some value, however 
temporary that notion of value may be. These different notions of value that are 
attributed to an object each time that it is exchanged remain part of that object's 
biography. 
 
An example of the differing ways museums and source communities value objects can 
also be seen in the responses to some of the Litchfield objects by some of the Tiwi 
people I spoke to. When discussing the Litchfield objects with Tiwi people at Jilamara 
Arts and Crafts they began making comparisons between the Litchfield photographs and 
objects, other historical photographs and objects, and the art that the contemporary Tiwi 
Islanders currently produce. In order to explain the way objects were used historically, 
the Tiwi people I spoke to would go and find a contemporary example produced by the 
art centre, and talk around that object. JL10 also went to a folder of historical images of 
Tiwi objects collected by Charles Mountford and compared them with some of the 
Litchfield objects. What JL10 demonstrated and what the objects held in the bucket at 
Lammermoor Station show is that regardless of the value attributed to these objects by 
museums, to the Tiwi and Yirandali people I spoke these objects are the same regardless 
of their physical location. Whether they are in the British Museum, or on a cattle 
station, whether they were made 100 years ago or made 1 hour ago the objects are a part 
of a Yirandali and Tiwi sense of personhood. The value they attribute to the collections 
is not related to its holding location but instead is concerned with what the collections 
say about being Tiwi or Yirandali. Value is imbued in the materiality of the object, 
which is intricately linked to place, narrative and sense of self. How people see material 
culture greatly affects the way they will engage with it. Western museums ‘use 
provenance as any ethnographic object’s defining characteristic’ (Bolton 1997:1). 
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Provenance is attributed by a museum expert who will look at an object and define it 
and value it based on its stylistic properties (Bolton 1997). In contrast, the people I 
spoke to who looked at the objects would state what it was made from, where it had 
come from and the processes involved in its making to describe how it fitted into their 
lives which was in turn developed through an understanding of place. By engaging first 
with the materiality of the object, both the western museum and Aboriginal men and 
women reach very different end points. Place for the western museum denotes a specific 
meaning and thus a specific value. What is significant for the Aboriginal person in this 
case is not the specific place but an understanding of oneself through that place. 
 
4.4 Evaluating the conversations 
In order to consider the multiple narratives present in the Litchfield and Christison 
collections I decided to reconstruct the historical predominatly colonial narrative 
through research in archives and museums and (re) construct the Aboriginal narrative 
both historical and contemporary through research in public archives, personal archives 
and through these interviews. In (re) constructing this Aboriginal narrative that had 
remained largely silent in these two museum collections, the interview process became 
very important. This process highlighted the importance not just of the narratives that 
were generated, but also the way these narratives were generated, why people chose to 
say different things at different times, and what people perceived these narratives would 
then tell other people about themselves and the collections. 
 
We have seen how important the geographical context can be in influencing what 
people say and the way that they say it, but what about the way the interview process 
was conducted, what factors were limiting, and what else could have been done as a 
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result of what people said, given perhaps more time, or more resources? My research 
for this thesis has been a combination of at times my own narrative, the historical 
colonial narrative, the historical Indigenous narrative, and what has been rather 
intuitively described by Roslyn Poignant, as ‘Aboriginal initiatives in shaping’ 
(Poignant 1996:4) the narrative. In an evaluation of a research trip to Papua New 
Guinea for the British Museum’s Melanesia Project, Elizabeth Bonshek asked ‘who was 
collecting what in this case?’ (Bonshek 2010:16). She is discussing here a collection of 
bilums she was making for the British Museum. Bonshek analysed both the process of 
collecting these objects herself and also considered how this collecting practice was 
being influenced by the narratives that her Papua New Guinean research associate 
wished to tell through these bilums. The agency of indigenous research associates or 
that of the people you are speaking to in collaborative museum research projects is not 
often discussed. Indeed prior to conducting my research I had not considered how the 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people I interviewed would shape both the interview 
process and the resulting narrative. Looking back on the process of conducting these 
interviews can allow us to look forward to how other interviews are constructed, and to 
be aware of the agency of those you are collecting objects, photographs or narratives 
from. 
 
The methodology I had devised for the interviews with Tiwi and Yirandali people, as 
well as Litchfield and Christison family members, was heavily influenced by the ethical 
guidelines that a student of King’s College London has to follow. I had to create a 
framework for the interview process, that involved considering, for example, what 
would happen if people became extremely emotional over certain topics, then 
discussing how I would deal with such issues, and ascertaining that the right to 
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withdrawal for the person I would be interviewing was in place (appendices 1 and 2) 
and was made clear. In the methodology for these interviews I stated that I would use 
open questions that prevented someone from giving a simple yes or no answer. I would 
then ask questions associated with their answers to build up the narrative around these 
collections. What I hadn’t considered was that people would tell me whatever they 
wanted to tell me, regardless of my questions. Portelli has defined oral history 
interviews as an ‘experiment in equality’ (Portelli 2013: 45) in which two people 
separated by their differences attempt to communicate as if they are the same. It is rare 
that this equality is achieved, rather it is a constant renegotiation of expectations and it 
is only in hindsight and after listening back to the interviews I conducted with Yirandali 
and Tiwi people that it became apparent that I was not the person controlling the 
direction these interviews took. Whilst I provided the material that our conversations 
were shaped around, the conversations were usually defined by local and cultural 
politics that the people I was talking to felt contextualized the collection. For me these 
tangential moments, which seemed irrelevant to my research aim, are in fact acutely 
important to the narrative as a whole. These asides provide both historical contexts for 
the collections and a contemporary context, which allows us to understand why people 
are interested in these collections today. 
 
A common concern by the Yirandali people I spoke to was how they should be 
understood as a collective language group by people who visited museums which 
displayed Yirandali objects and photographs. As an exercise I asked the six Yirandali 
representatives who visited the display of Yirandali objects and photographs in the 
Landmarks Gallery at the National Museum of Australia, what they thought of the 
exhibit. Rather than put them on the spot, I asked them to think about the question and 
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then email or write to me once they returned home. Both CB1 and CB2 did this and 
their responses demonstrate a desire to control how they are perceived by other people, 
through their cultural heritage that is present in museum collections. CB1 (CB1 pers 
comm 2011) felt that exhibitions not just on Yirandali people, but on all Aboriginal 
people needed to highlight the unjust way Aboriginal people have been treated since 
colonisation. He felt that exhibitions should give recognition to the relationship of land 
to the Aboriginal people, and how politics over land have affected the way Aboriginal 
people live their lives. Specifically for the Yirandali, CB1 hoped that future exhibitions 
would present a ‘more holistic view of Yirendali values [that demonstrates how] our 
system of cultural value..connect[s] our past, present and future’ (CB1 pers comm 
2011). CB2 spoke of how he felt the National Museum of Australia exhibition needed 
to address contemporary perspectives, further adding that  
I think…any museum could easily develop an exhibition about the Yirandali 
people, looking at our people our culture and heritage in the present and the past. 
From what I’ve seen so far of artifacts, photographs, documents, etc in 
museums’, archives’ data bases and I believe there is enough material out there 
to put a successful exhibition together 
- (CB2 pers comm 2012). 
Both CB1 and CB2 also felt that museum visitors would gain a ‘better understanding of 
Indigenous peoples’ culture/heritage if the exhibition specifically focused on that’ (CB2 
pers comm 2012). Whilst these responses clearly demonstrate the desire of these two 
Yirandali men for the Aboriginal voice to be more present in the exhibition, CB2 also 
commented that ‘it would have been interesting to hear the oral 
recordings/reminiscences of today’s descendants of Robert Christison’ (CB2 pers comm 
2012).  CB2’s comment demonstrates a recognition for a museum exhibit that doesn’t 
simply privilege the Aboriginal voice but places both the voice of the Christison family 
and the Yirandali on an equal footing. CB2 wants people to understand all narratives 
surrounding the collection in order to highlight the collaboration that exists between 
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these two strands of history. This collaboration is demonstrated for CB2 through the 
Christison collection objects, then through the letters between Christison’s children, and 
the Yirandali at Cherbourg, and later through a short correspondence between 
Christison’s granddaughter and CB3 at Cherbourg.  
 
As well as being concerned about how they would be represented in exhibitions, people 
were also concerned how I would be representing them in my thesis. They often edited 
my interviews whilst they were taking place, with CB6 in particular asking me to stop 
the recording if she wanted to give her true opinion of a particular person or a 
government body. Several Tiwi women were happy for certain things to be written 
down but not recorded as they felt that this information could then be controlled more 
easily, and they could not be directly quoted. 
 
Another issue that arises when analysing the multiple narratives that these two 
collections are entangled in, is the level of obligation the researcher has to the people 
they have interviewed. Peter Read discusses the ‘burden of guilt’ (Read 2000:5), the 
idea that we should not deny an Indigenous or non-indigenous sense of belonging to 
Australia, and that we should embrace multiple histories and multiple narratives. He 
argues that there are many ways to belong to Australia and that it is this idea that all 
Australians, both Indigenous and non-indigenous should recognize, ‘none should be 
taken for granted. All come at a cost’ (Read 2000:223). When working with Indigenous 
communities on museum collections there needs to be recognition of their entangled 
histories (Thomas 1991). When writing about these collections a choice is then made 
about which narratives to include and why. In Fantastic Dreaming (Lydon 2009) Lydon 
collaborated with the Indigenous community associated with Ebenezer Mission in 
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Victoria. Is it possible to be objective when often as a researcher you become very 
personally involved in the lives and histories of those you are interviewing? In her 
research about the history of the mission Lydon drew on archaeological evidence at the 
mission site, historical documentation and oral histories from the Indigenous 
community associated with the mission. Lydon’s narrative whilst drawing on multiple 
sources focuses more on the Indigenous narrative over the one found in the mission 
records. But rather than viewing this focus as a lack of impartiality produced through 
her relationships with the community she consulted, we can see Lydon’s work as a 
revisionist style of history writing such as that written by Reynolds, Loos and Clark.  
 
The relationships developed through projects like those conducted by Lydon, the 
Melanesia Project and this thesis can imbue the researcher with a feeling of being 
indebted to the community or individuals that they have worked with. That is 
impossible to get away from. What I hope this project has done, and certainly what 
many of the accounts of different moments of museum collaborations on the Melanesia 
Project (Bonshek 2010, Adams 2013) have noted is, that these collaborations, these 
moments of a loss of control are significant in comprehending how these collections are 
not just museum collections but small parts of a wider discourse on personal, local and 
national issues affected the people being interviewed. Recognising that this narrative is 
one part of the overall collections’ story and not the only narrative is what this project 
has tried to do. Hopefully it is possible to provide a narrative that is satisfactory to the 
Aboriginal people I spoke to about the collections without discounting the historical 
narrative. I think in part it also depends largely on the community you are working with 
and their view on the historical records associated with their cultural heritage. For 
example, the Yirandali people I spoke to hold a positive opinion of the Christison 
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family, believing Robert Christison to have taken ‘the time to learn and understand [the] 
Yirandali ancestors and gained their trust and loyalty and employed them, and in doing 
so protected them’ (CB2 pers comm 2012). For the Yirandali people I spoke to telling 
the story of the Yirandali objects and not speaking about the Christison family would be 
missing out a whole section of their cultural history. The historical colonial narrative is 
entangled with the historical and contemporary Aboriginal narrative in a way that 
requires them both to be told. 
 
The aim of these interviews was to gain some of the Aboriginal perspectives on these 
collections in order to provide a more balanced narrative for them within the museum. 
Whilst I feel I achieved this aim, this did not occur as a result of the interview formula I 
had originally planned. Whilst I asked many of the questions I had hoped to ask, 
focusing on the objects and the photographs, their materials and their subjects, the 
information which turned out to be the most useful was that which occurred in the space 
in between these prepared questions. Thus speaking to Yirandali and Tiwi people about 
the Christison and Litchfield collections served to highlight the presence of multiple 
histories and dialogues in these collections. In particular what these interviews 
highlighted was the differing notions of what was important about the collection to me 
and by proxy the museum, and the people I was speaking to. 
 
By analysing the interviews I conducted, it is possible to view the agency of many of 
the people I spoke to in the way the interviews were run, and what was discussed. In 
addition, by understanding the way Aboriginal people have interacted with missions, 
settlers, the government and ‘native’ settlements from the beginning of the twentieth 
century up until the present day helps us understand why some of the people I spoke to 
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responded in the way that they did. These responses highlight the importance of 
considering the potential implications of spatial contexts on how someone may speak 
about something before an interview is organized. Within these responses, networks of 
authority and cultural protocol can also be viewed which controlled what people said, 
and when and where they said it. 
 
Since the 1970s Indigenous people in Australia have become more involved in the 
running of their communities and the framing of their cultural heritage within museum 
collections. The impact of these changes in the relations between settlers and 
Indigenous people and the development of Indigenous self-determination is represented 
through the physicality of the Ration Shed Museum, Jilamara Arts and Crafts, and 
Munupi Arts and Crafts. These places, which are Aboriginal owned and managed, again 
meant that the interviews conducted in these places generated a particular kind of 
response to the collections.  
 
Finally, what many of these responses highlighted was the importance of the collections 
to the land. Many of the people I spoke to emphasised their knowledge of the processes 
and materials associated with the production and use of an object. Whilst others spoke 
of the connectedness they felt when they were on country, and at the site of these 
object’s origin. This knowledge and these emotions are a way for some of the people I 
spoke to to regain a sense of what it means to be Aboriginal due to a history of 
dislocation. For others it is a way of asserting their cultural knowledge and their sense 
of what it means to be Aboriginal in the face of change resulting from the continually 
changing relations between settlers and Indigenous people. What has come out of these 
interviews then is another set of dialogues on the way these collections should and 
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could be exhibited. In order to consider how these dialogues could be included in 
museum exhibitions, Chapter Five presents four case studies on museums, both national 




Chapter 5: Conversations in Focus: the applications of this research. 
 
In Ochre and Rust Philip Jones suggests that museum exhibits should not 
simply focus on one aspect of an object’s history when it is exhibited. He 
urges museum professionals to move away from the common view of the 
non-reflective museum that simply presents objects as examples of a single 
culture. Instead, he explores a new way of looking at museum objects, 
considering not just their Indigenous history but also their European history, 
and what these objects have to say about the encounters that were taking 
place around them (Jones 2007). In Ochre and Rust Jones searches through 
a selection of object biographies to reveal the moments of exchange, 
considering how these events can reveal ‘codes and moments’ and perhaps 
even ‘interdependence between black and white’ (Jones 2007:6) that is often 
not explored in museum displays.  Jones’ call for museum exhibitions to 
simultaneously incorporate the multiple narratives present in a single object, 
or a collection, reflects a concern that museums have contended with for the 
past five years. By accepting the multiple meanings of Indigenous objects 
and their ‘ownership’ by several communities and audiences, museums are 
beginning to create new dialogues, networks and identities around objects.  
 
This thesis has attempted to present the multiple narratives present in the 
Litchfield and Christison collections. I will now discuss how, in light of the 
historical context provided in Chapters Two and Three, and the 
contemporary responses provided by Tiwi and Yirandali people as discussed 
in Chapter Four, these collections could be exhibited. I will use four case 
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studies to consider how national museums have recently redisplayed the 
material, and how the collections could be used by local or community 
museums. The twenty first century museum has the ability to display the 
layered meanings within collections to museum audiences whether through 
gallery exhibition, public programming or online. Through these four case 
studies I will also explore the use of text, image and multimedia as 
strategies of interpretation. I will also consider how the reassessment of the 
Litchfield and Christison collections by this thesis has implications outside 
of the museum in Indigenous history and politics. These issues then in turn 
have implications for the way these collections can be used by museums. 
 
 
5.1 Case study one: the redisplay of the Christison collection in 
Canberra  
 
Currently there is a high level of interest in the collections by both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people and researchers. This research has 
been predominatly conducted in the lead up to two recent displays of 
Yirandali material culture from the Christison collection in the new 
Landmarks gallery at the National Museum of Australia, which opened in 
June 2011, and the new Living Lands gallery at the National Museum of 
Scotland, which opened in July 2011.  
 
In 2003 a high profile review of the National Museum of Australia (Carroll 
2003) made a series of recommendations for the revision of the museum’s 
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new galleries. This report, known as The Carroll Report, was a product of 
political, historical and cultural debates that had surrounded the National 
Museum of Australia since its inception between 1975 and 1980 and its 
opening in 2001. The Carroll Report was responding to Keith Windshuttle’s 
criticisms of the National Museum of Australia post opening. Windshuttle 
argued that the National Museum of Australia respected Indigenous culture 
but mocked settler culture, showing only the disasters of European 
civilisation. This style of historical narrative was branded ‘black armband 
history’ (Blainey 1993), an overly negative way of perceiving or narrating 
history. Windshuttle believed that the museum should focus on well-known 
key people such as Captain Cook, rather than on the minorities who only 
played a little part in the shaping of a national history. Essentially, 
Windshuttle alongside The Carroll Report, argued for a more traditional 
version of a museum; one that told stories in a linear chronological order 
and told a single unified version of history.  
 
The debate over the museum’s reception was one that reflected the differing 
political views of Australian history. Windshuttle argued that the National 
Museum of Australia’s policies were shaped by historian Graeme Davison, 
with aims independent of the national agenda. In particular, The Carroll 
Report and Windshuttle criticised the implementation of New Museology 
concepts in the museum.  It also considered the concept of New Museology 
and what this meant for the museum. The term Nouvelle Museologie was 
established by Andres Devallees in the Encyclopedia Universalis, and was 
applied to the change in purpose Devallees saw happening in museums in 
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the 1960s and 1970s as a result of social unrest and political activism. It was 
the ‘idea of the museum as an educational tool in the service of societal 
development’ (Hauenschild 1988:1) and advocated ‘integrating museums 
more closely with the multicultural social groups which [theorists] believe 
they should represent and serve’ (Stam 1993:267).  
 
New Museology has five principles which can be understood in relation to 
Australian museums. These are approximately: to challenge the standard 
narrative of national history i.e imperialist and racist tensions; for museums 
to contain collections that reflect new priorities i.e. collecting to reflect 
survival of minorities; a recognition of a new clientele in terms of class, race 
and gender; experimentation with display, i.e. new multimedia displays; and 
increasing all of the above because of the international nature of museology 
through conferences, journals etc. Essentially the concept fits in with 
Davison’s idea of civic pluralism, in which the museum is the place for a 
range of interpretative viewpoints, and a place for civic discourse. However 
this was seen as being a Labour based initiative, and was criticised by the 
Liberal Government that was in power at the time and was under the 
leadership of the Prime Minister John Howard. In particular The Carroll 
Report advised that the National Museum of Australia should reconsider the 
themes and narratives in the existing Nation gallery. In response, the 
National Museum of Australia developed the concept of Creating a Country, 
a gallery that would replace the existing Nation gallery. Nation had opened 
in 2001 and approached Australian history through a series of symbols, or 
iconic objects, for example the Hills hoist washing line, the racing horse 
 283 
Phar Lap’s heart, the F. J. Holden car, and Governor Lachlan Macquarie’s 
ceremonial sword. The aim of Creating a Country was to provide  
a general history of Australia’s economic, social and political 
conditions. Key moments in Australian history and experience were 
to be explored through specific places and their pasts 
- (Trinca and Wehner 2006:1).  
The exhibition brief that came out of the report also suggested that  
a focus on place also helps reveal the layered historical meanings of 
landscape and acknowledges the museum’s obligation under its act 
to include indigenous and non-indigenous voices in representing the 
past 
- (Trinca and Wehner 2006:3).  
It was hoped that this new focus would allow the gallery to move away from 
creating a unified notion of what Australia is. It would instead allow for 
multiple experiences and a variety of perspectives on Australia as a nation, 
which in turn would reflect the countries twenty first century, multicultural 
population. 
 
Through the development process, Creating a Country became rebranded as 
Landmarks, and the finished gallery was constructed with the aim that it 
would,  
explore how all Australians live in particular locations and how the 
tenor and trajectories of our lives are both similar to and shared with 
Australians in other places, and different from others' experiences. In 
a way Landmarks offers a kind of imaginative tour of the country — 
the opportunity to 'visit' different places, to explore how they have 
emerged, and to ask how, together, they create a history of Australia. 
Landmarks asks how the places we live in today have been shaped 
over many generations, as people have pursued dreams and 
ambitions for particular kinds of lives, as they've responded to and 
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been shaped by local landscapes and ecologies, and as they've 
fought, negotiated and worked with each other to build Australia's 
distinctive communities 
- (http://www.nma.gov.au/ accessed, 23 August 2012). 
 
The approach within Landmarks was to be ethnohistorical and the 
exhibition needed to appeal to all major age groups, all socio-economic and 
educational backgrounds, and all gender and ethnic groups. History would 
be explored though place, and in turn through objects from that place. The 
gallery would also feature interactive multimedia stations to ‘let visitors 
access information, explore objects and view landscapes related to the place 
interpreted at that point’ (Trinca and Wehner 2006:5).  
 
Within this context the Christison display of Yirandali objects was 
conceptualised in order to address two of the gallery’s ten themes:  
the sense of diversity or differences between people involved in 
historical encounter’, and ‘the character of economies and working 
life related to the historical moment 
- (Trinca and Wehner 2006:11).  
The Christison display (fig 5.1) was included in the module, Never Enough 
Grass, which examines how ‘the pastoral industry underpinned colonial 
affluence and expansion in the nineteenth century’ (Trinca and Wehner 
2006:14). It features seven Yirandali objects; a necklace, child’s axe, 
boomerang, kingplate, club, a throwing stick and a headband. The objects 







Queensland. The Yirandali objects form part of a wider display about 
Bowen Downs Station, situated at Longreach, south of Lammermoor 
Station, in Queensland. The owners of Bowen Downs Station had a tense 
relationship with the Aboriginal language group the Iningai people, on 
whose land Bowen Downs Station was established. In 1871 a group of 
Native Mounted Police were dispatched to Bowen Downs Station by the 
Queensland government to protect the pastoralists from the Iningai. The 
inclusion of Yirandali objects from the Christison Collection in this module 
provides a wider context for this narrative as Christison placed conditions 
on the Native Mounted Police. They were permitted to enter onto 
Lammermoor Station land, stating that they were not to harm any Yirandali 
person living on Lammermoor Station otherwise he would ‘run [the Native 
Mounted Police] in for assault to Bowen’ (Bennett 1927:84). Behind the 
main display case are three objects from Bowen Downs Station, a map 
showing the locations of Bowen Downs Station and Lammermoor Station, 
and two panels featuring quotes from Boyd Moorhead, the manager of 
Bowen Downs Station, and Robert Christison, the manager of Lammermoor 
Station. The historical quotes from Robert Christison and Moorhead present 
contrasting views on Aboriginal people at that time, and in that place. 
Robert Christison speaks of developing relationships with the Yirandali 
whereas Moorhead comments on the necessity of conflict and the death of 
Iningai people in order for white settlers to establish themselves. 
 
The exhibition brief for Landmarks highlighted the need for the presence of 
both the Indigenous and non-Indigenous voice in representing the past. To 
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fulfil this criteria, National Museum of Australia curator George Main 
worked with Yirandali representatives in developing the content for the 
exhibition display. This included a visit to the State Library of Queensland 
to inspect fourteen objects from Lammermoor Station, and associated 
photographs. The library was keen to facilitate access to this material. The 
representatives held the objects and spoke on and around them, discussing 
the relevance of the objects to them and their family, as well as mentioning 
family memories of Lammermoor Station that had been passed down 
through time. Photographs of this consultation and selected quotes from the 
transcripts of the interviews are available for viewers to look at in the 
Landmarks interactive multimedia station (fig 5.2), which also includes a 
selection of historical photographs taken by Mrs Christison of the Yirandali 
people who lived and worked at Lammermoor Station. The interactive 
multimedia station provides a contemporary Aboriginal perspective on a 
narrative about the interaction between settlers and Aboriginal people that 
has largely been dominated by the Christison family. The juxtaposition of 
contemporary and historical photographs in the interactive multimedia 
station presents an on-going story of Yirandali culture and society. Though 
the emphasis in the main display of objects is on the historical narrative 
given by Robert Christison and Mary Montgomerie Bennett, it does 
highlight the collaborative relationship between the Christison family and 
the Yirandali. The photograph used in the main display depicts a large group 
of Dalleburra people jumping around and looking happy with Robert 
Christison in the centre, visually demonstrating their friendship. The objects 





king plate (fig 5.3), which is inscribed with Barney’s European name, as 
well as his moiety and birthplace. Not all king plates demonstrate this depth 
of cultural knowledge, and Christison took the time to learn about Barney’s 
life and his place within the Yirandali language group, recognising Barney’s 
cultural heritage, as well as his place in Christison’s world.  
 
However, the display does not acknowledge the contentious nature of these 
objects. Initially, they were given to Indigenous people who exhibited the 
desire to become ‘civilised’, and in Queensland this evolved into them being 
given to Aboriginal people who had established good relationships with the 
settler/s, such as Barney had. The titles imposed by settlers would 
sometimes generate friction within the language group, creating tensions 
that one can see at stations such as Bowen Downs Station. Thus these gifts 
also demonstrate the inability of settlers to understand existing systems of 
authority within Indigenous language groups, and demonstrate how the 
settlers were seeking to impose a new governance structure. The presence of 
the kingplate in the Never Enough Grass module would have been a good 
way to demonstrate how some tensions on stations could have been 
generated, but the lack of any text explaining this object to the public means 
that opportunity was missed. It is also worth noting that Robert Christison 
did not inscribe the word king onto any of his kingplates, the implications of 
which could have been explored more in the module text.  
 
Throughout the entire Christison display we get a sense of the multiple 
voices that are present in the Christison collection, however the way that the 
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multiple voices are presented to the visitor is problematic. The historical 
perspective is privileged in the main display of the Never Enough Grass 
module whilst the contemporary perspective is privileged in the interactive 
multimedia station. The visitor can therefore easily visit the exhibition and 
view the main display, and not access the interactive multimedia station, or 
vice versa. An additional problem is the use of technology. When I visited 
the exhibition two of the screens in the interactive multimedia station were 
not functioning. If the third screen had been broken visitors would have 
been unable to access the Aboriginal voice at all. There is also no clear 
linkage for the visitor between the two sections of what is essentially meant 
to be one display. A further criticism of the Christison module, which was 
made by the Yirandali people who were involved in the consultation for it, 
has been that it does not fully discuss who the Yirandali are, either 
historically or now. If we are to judge the exhibition by the exhibition brief, 
then we can see that the emphasis is meant to be on the pastoralist and his 
response to the Aboriginal population, not the pastoralist and the Aboriginal 
people. Despite this, the curator has included an Aboriginal voice, alongside 
the historical one, so that both voices are present, the conflict, however, is 
how these two voices interact in the exhibition space. As a result of the 
spatial separation of these two dialogues the narrative had been split in two. 
 










The National Museum of Scotland which holds a collection of fourteen 
Yirandali objects collected by Robert Christison and compiled by Mary 
Montgomerie Bennett also chose to feature several of these objects in their 
gallery redisplays. In 2006 the galleries within the Victorian building of the 
National Museum of Scotland closed for redevelopment. The new galleries 
were to be thematic, not focusing on one region, art style or community, but 
instead reflecting the stone motto carved into the floor at the junction of the 
Victorian building and the 1999 extension: ‘Scotland to the world, the world 
to Scotland’. In an approach similar to that underlying the National Museum 
of Australia Landmarks gallery, the new National Museum of Scotland 
galleries were to include, as a sub-narrative across all galleries, the multiple 
stories of engagement between Scots and the world cultures represented in 
the museum’s collections. These engagements included trade, military, and 
missionary enterprises, and it was hoped that each gallery would have an 
opportunity to demonstrate aspects of these engagements. The World 
Cultures galleries are primarily about ‘presenting the world to Scotland’ 
(Knowles pers comm. 2012), introducing figures in Scottish history as a 
means of ‘enabling an understanding of how objects came to be in the 
museum’ (Knowles pers comm. 2012). To contextualise this, the 
Discoveries gallery, located at the centre of the museum, privileges the 
stories of the Scots associated with particular objects, over that of the 










Living Lands, on level one of the museum, is one of the World Cultures 
galleries. At a broad level the main gallery theme considers ‘how landscapes 
shape us, and we shape them’ across several different landscapes and 
cultures. Included within Living Lands is a display of six Yirandali objects  
 (fig 5.4) collected by Robert Christison and donated to the museum by his 
daughter Mary Montgomerie Bennett; they are three clubs, a spear thrower, 
an axe and a child’s axe. National Museum of Scotland curator Chantal 
Knowles describes the inclusion of the Christison material in the Living 
Lands gallery as being due to the fact that  
he [Robert Christison] had made an interesting collection of objects, 
remained associated with Scotland through his distribution of 
artefacts and has a well-documented history 
- (Knowles pers comm. 2012).  
The clubs and the spear thrower are suspended in a glass case and a picture 
of Christison is hung alongside them (fig 5.5), demonstrating his role in the 
objects’ history. The bottom row of text in the case discusses how Scottish 
colonial administrators, missionaries and explorers offered snapshots of 
Aboriginal life during that period. The text describes who Robert Christison 
was, what the objects are, where they were collected from, and the date that 
they were made and collected. An axe and a child’s axe, also collected by 
Robert Christison feature in a separate display called Skills for Life (fig 
5.6). It describes how Aboriginal children learn to survive in the bush 
through playing games. It also features a contemporary photograph (fig 5.7) 




The Living Lands gallery was designed to be accessible to all age groups 
and nationalities. It was to mix contemporary and historic objects and 
photographs to link the period in which the historic objects were collected 
in, to the present day. Evaluating the gallery from this perspective, the 
Christison display meets its primary aim, as the focus is on Robert 
Christison and his achievements as a successful pastoral station owner, 
liberal employer of Aboriginal people, and collector. The text is also easy to 
understand for people of all age groups, and gives a good introduction to 
Aboriginal culture and the impact of colonisation. The Skills for Life 
display, which is in the same case, juxtaposes historical objects with 
contemporary photography, demonstrating continuities in Aboriginal 
culture; as the text states  
Aboriginal children are taught the practical skills necessary for life 
by their elders, such as hunting, finding water and bush tucker. 
Whether they live in the desert or big cities, traditional knowledge 
continues to be valued 
- (Skills for Life display text, National Museum of Australia 2012).  
However the text in the main display refers solely to the Dalleburra, which 
whilst historically accurate, could be read as presenting a picture of an 
Aboriginal language group stuck in a historical moment, as Dalleburra 
people today prefer to be referred to by the all-encompassing name 
Yirandali; using Dalleburra does not acknowledge the three other sub tribes 
who were also present on Lammermoor Station. I have mentioned that the 
National Museum of Scotland chose the Christison collection because of its 
well-documented history, which includes existing links to the contemporary 
descendants of the Yirandali people who lived and worked at Lammermoor 
Station. With this in mind the National Museum of Scotland curators had 
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planned to follow up the story of the Christison Collection, and gain a 
contemporary Aboriginal perspective on the objects and the photographs, 
and to gauge the possibility of making a contemporary collection from the 
region (Knowles pers comm 2012). Unfortunately, due to flooding in the 
Lammermoor region within the time period allocated for this consultation to 
take place, the trip had to be cancelled. Thus, due to time constraints the 
museum was unable to conduct consultations, with the Yirandali people. 
 
Like Landmarks, Living Lands introduces contemporary dialogues through 
the use of interactive multimedia stations in the gallery. Unlike Landmarks, 
there is no specific display giving the perspective of contemporary Yirandali 
people due to the constraints mentioned. However the explicit 
acknowledgement in the Christison display case of the continuation of 
Aboriginal culture into the present day, and the use of historical objects to 
demonstrate their place both in the past and present, creates a link between 
the historical and the contemporary. 
 
This categorisation of narrative in both Living Lands and Landmarks can be 
attributed in part to both institutions status’s as national museums, which 
have particular narratives at the heart of what they do, local to their national 
audience. Landmarks is concerned with providing one aspect of the overall 
National Museum of Australia’s vision of the current multicultural 
population of Australia, whilst Living Lands is concerned with broadening 
horizons through representing the cultures that Scots have engaged with in 
order to produce the collections within the museum. Both demonstrate 
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reflexive relationships between two cultures, which have informed the way 
one thinks about the other and vice versa. Benedict Anderson argues that 
nationalism is in part to do with telling stories about what is out there 
(Anderson 1998:29); our engagements with the world. The Christison 
collection demonstrates these engagements. Robert Christison is a figure in 
a particular section of Scotland’s colonial past. His presence in the 
landscape of Australia, and by proxy Scotland’s place in the landscape of 
Australia, is demonstrated through the use of the Scottish place name 
Lammermoor which was given to Robert Christison’s station, and to the 
hills surrounding the cattle station. Through the use of this name Robert 
Christison was giving a Scottish identity to a small part of Australia. In turn, 
the presence of Yirandali material culture, taken from Lammermoor 
country, in a Scottish museum, brings a piece of Australia to Scotland. This 
collection is a fragment of the narrative of engagement that Scots had with 
the world outside of Scotland, and together make up a part of a Scottish 
identity, which is displayed in Living Lands. In addition, the relationship 
between the Christison family and the Yirandali people, and the collections 
that are a product of this relationship are a fragment of Australia’s colonial 
narrative, which make up an Australian identity. 
 
Throughout their mediation of historic and contemporary dialogues both 
Landmarks and Living Lands continually highlight the importance of the 
relationship between people and the land. The very existence of the 
Christison collection, and the quality of its associated documentation, 
demonstrates a collaborative relationship between Christison and the 
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Yirandali in relation to land use, in which both the Yirandali and the 
Christison family allowed the other to live peacefully on the land. This is a 
concept we see contrasted in the National Museum of Australia’s display 
which discusses the tensions at the nearby Bowen Downs Station. The 
presence of some of these Yirandali objects in the collections of the 
National Museum of Scotland also demonstrates Robert Christison’s 
relationship to his Scottish homeland. Whilst the presence of a 
contemporary Yirandali voice in the interactive display in Landmarks 
highlights the continual importance of the land to the Yirandali, despite their 
considerable geographic dispersal, as a result of government removals. 
Their contemporary narratives speak of an emotional tie to Lammermoor 
Station and to Yirandali country, which are generated through their physical 
engagement with these historic objects. Contemporary responses to the 
collection, by the Yirandali people whose history this material is a part of, 
has been varied but the overriding message that comes through is the 
importance of this collection to people’s relationship with the land. 
Yirandali man CB1 described his reaction to the National Museum of 
Australia Christison display; ‘I was very proud and honoured to see the 
Yirendali objects’ (CB1 pers comm. 2011), with Yirandali man CB2 
expressing a similar view when he said that he felt ‘privileged to be amongst 
the first Yirandali descendants to view these artefacts for the first time here 
in Australia’ (CB2 pers comm. 2012). All five Yirandali representatives 
who visited Landmarks expressed pride in relation to viewing the display, 
but were also restrained in expressing this. During an interview with 
Yirandali woman CB3 in her hometown of Cherbourg she described her 
 300 
visit to Lammermoor Station, and how she felt during the visit. Of her visit 
to Lammermoor Station she said  
oh I cried when I went back, I cried because when I saw it all I 
thought about him [Jacob Chermside, CB3’s father] sitting around 
the fire telling all his stories about it. I broke down. He used to tell 
us, Cherbourg is my home but Lammermoor is my real home 
- (CB005).  
Living Lands is about ‘how landscapes shape us, and we shape them’, the 
Christison display is as much about how Robert Christison shaped the 
Queensland landscape, as it is about how the Yirandali people whose 
traditional country he squatted on shaped Robert Christison and Mary 
Montgomerie Bennett and their views. Landmarks is about specific stories 
of place and how these stories have shaped the national landscape of 
Australia. The Christison display highlights the importance of physical land 
to both the Aboriginal language groups and the Europeans who squatted on 
it. 
 
Within this it is also important to consider the differences of each audience 
and how this affects the display of the Christison collection. These museums 
are in two different countries, where the audience’s perceptions of 
Aboriginal people and their culture will be markedly different. However, it 
is not just about distance, but also the different philosophies of the two 
institutions and the different narratives of the exhibitions. There are also 
different constraints within which the two museums have had to work. The 
National Museum of Australia has an ‘obligation under its Act to include 
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Indigenous and non-Indigenous voices in representing the past’1 (Trinca and 
Wehner 2009:3, National Museum of Australia Act 1980:4), whilst the 
National Museum of Scotland does not. For exhibitions that deal 
specifically with Indigenous narratives, there is an impetus for the National 
Museum of Australia to conduct consultations with Indigenous 
communities; the National Museum of Scotland does not have to do this, 
although as we have seen it would ideally like to be able to do so. Living 
Lands is about audiences broadening their knowledge of other cultures and 
their relationships to the land through a series of objects, considering the 
objects placement in the National Museum of Scotland through a series of 
engagements with Scots. The gallery looks out from Scotland at the rest of 
the world, and then back again, whereas Landmarks has a very specific 
focus, the shaping of Australia through specific stories at specific points in 
time and place. It is these differences that provide an explanation for the 
different ways that the Christison collection is framed. It is also these 
differences that are important when thinking critically about the two 
exhibitions. Whilst they struggle to fulfil Jones’ brief, they are successful in 
terms of fulfilling their own exhibition objectives.  
 
The objects and photographs from the Christison collection are used as 
vessels for the stories within the Christison collection and in both exhibits 
the displays attempt to create a sense of the continual relevance of these 
collections over time, showing both contemporary and historical  
                                                
1 The National Museum of Australia Act 1980 laid out the function and structure of the National Museum 
of Australia. The Gallery of Aboriginal Australia, now known as the Gallery of First Australians was 
written into the Act to ensure that the Museum represented Indigenous people in the history of Australia 












engagements with the collections. If we consider these two displays as case 
studies for Jones’ (2007) argument - the inclusion of all traces of a 
collection’s life to be present in an exhibition - we can see how they are 
moving away from Appadurai’s (1986) theory of museums as spaces in 
which objects’ histories are constantly competing. However, whilst 
attempting to demonstrate the multiple voices inherent in these collections, 
the challenge for both of these displays seems to be how to create a 
continuous narrative in one single display. Both Landmarks and Living 
Lands present multiple perspectives on the Christison collection, but these 
perspectives are presented in separate displays within the larger modules, 
and so the different elements making up the modules have ended up 
categorising these perspectives as either the settler or the Indigenous, or the 
historical and contemporary, rather than a continuous story over time. The 
inability of these two exhibitions to cohesively link all of the different 
perspectives within each module can then be seen as a critique of Jones’ 
idea that museum exhibitions can incorporate all narratives, reflecting the 
complexity of the task. 
 
5.3 Case study three: the Ration Shed Museum 
The Ration Shed Museum (fig 5.8) in Cherbourg is a good case study for 
how Yirandali people, alongside other language groups, have used 
collections research in their own community. The Ration Shed Museum is 
the local community museum for CB3, CB4 and CB5. Whilst it has not 
exhibited any of the Christison collection, in June 2011 it featured an 
exhibition of photographs and field notes compiled by the anthropologist 
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Caroline Tennant Kelly. By analysing the exhibition which featured the 
cultural heritage of CB3, CB4 and CB5 it is possible to posit ways in which 
the Christison collection could be exhibited there. By considering the uses 
of community museums it is possible to understand the importance of 
collections such as the Christison and the Tennant Kelly to Aboriginal 
people on a local level, and how research from this thesis could be used by 
the Yirandali locally.  
 
Each state in Australia had what were called Protectors of Aborigines; these 
were always male. The role was established in 1839 and involved  
learning the Aboriginal languages of those over whom the protectors 
presided, to watch over the rights of Aborigines, to guard against 
encroachment on Aboriginal property, and to protect Aborigines 
from acts of cruelty, oppression and injustice 
- (Aplin, Foster and McKernan 1987:47).  
 
What actually happened was that Indigenous people’s lives became strictly 
controlled by the local Protector. The power given to the Protector included 
deciding where Indigenous people could live, whom they could marry and 
how they managed their money. From the 1890s until the 1970s the 
Australian Government and church agencies removed Indigenous children 
from their families and assimilated them into white society. These policies 
were born out of the belief that Indigenous people were a dying race. In 
addition particular attention was paid to distinctions made between what 
was termed half-caste Indigenous people, those with one European parent 
and one Indigenous parent, and those termed full blood Indigenous people. 














remove any Indigenous child they felt was living in dangerous, at risk or 
unsanitary conditions. They placed them either in a mission or native 
settlement. It is estimated that one in three Indigenous children were 
removed during this time (Bringing Them Home Report 1997). Protection 
and removal quickly became assimilation which for many involved 
‘breeding out’ Indigenous traits, with the Protector of Aborigines in the 
Northern Territory Cecil Cook stating in 1930: 
generally by the fifth and invariably by the sixth generation, all 
native characteristics of the Australian Aborigine are eradicated. The 
problem of our half-castes will quickly be eliminated by the 
complete disappearance of the black race, and the swift submergence 
of their progeny in the white 
- (Bringing Them Home Report 1997:93) 
Each state dealt with what was described as the ‘half-caste’ problem in 
different ways.  
In Queensland and Western Australia the Chief Protector used his 
removal and guardianship powers to force all Indigenous people 
onto large, highly regulated government settlements and missions, to 
remove children from their mothers at about the age of four years 
and place them in dormitories away from their families and to send 
them off the missions and settlements at about 14 to work. 
Indigenous girls who became pregnant were sent back to the mission 
or dormitory to have their child. The removal process then repeated 
itself 
 - (Bringing Them Home Report 1997:25). 
As I described in Chapter Three, several of the Yirandali people living on 
Lammermoor Station were removed to Cherbourg Native Settlement after 
Robert Christison sold the property in 1911. The impact of these policies on 
the descendants of the people who were originally removed was long-term. 
The descendants of the Yirandali who were removed to Cherbourg and who 
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were affected by these policies are using local museums to tell their own 
stories of culture and contact.  
 
Cherbourg is a three and a half hour drive north from Brisbane. It was 
established as a reserve by the Salvation Army in 1899 and was taken over 
by the Queensland Government to be run as a native settlement in 1904. The 
native settlement began as Barambah Native Settlement but in 1931 it was 
renamed Cherbourg. Around 1587 Aboriginal people, representing 28 
language groups from across Queensland were transferred there during its 
time as a native settlement. In 1988 Cherbourg became a Deed of Grant in 
Trust Community (DOGIT), with the first independent council elected in 
1991. DOGIT communities were set up to allow Indigenous people to 
administer the former reserves, missions and native settlements that had 
remained as townships once the administration had left. They function as a 
kind of local government with councils allowed to pass by-laws, control 
policing and administer housing and local services.  
 
The Ration Shed Museum in Cherbourg opened in 2005 after two women 
from the Cherbourg community came across the derelict ration shed 
building (fig 5.9) whilst collecting items for a historic display to celebrate 
Cherbourg’s centenary. The two women decided to preserve the building, as 
well as the main office, the boy’s dormitory, and the domestic science 
building. After consultation with the rest of the community, the people of 
Cherbourg wanted to ‘create a space where they could tell their stories, 
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share their painful past and celebrate their survival’ 
(http://rationshed.com.au/ accessed, January 1st 2012). The Ration Shed 
Museum is run by the Cherbourg Historical Precinct Group, which is 
governed by a board of Cherbourg community members, all Aboriginal. The 
Ration Shed Museum’s aim is  
to tell the story of the community’s history to the youth of 
Cherbourg and the world at large...it is about understanding what 
happened in the past and understanding how the past has shaped the 
present 
- (http://rationshed.com.au/ accessed, January 1st 2012). 
Profits from the Ration Shed Museum are reinvested into the community 
and the museum aims to create local employment, a much-needed resource 
in the community that has only 30-40% of people in full-time employment. 
Unemployment is mainly due to the lack of opportunities available either in 
Cherbourg or the nearby town of Murgon. However, what has also 
contributed to this unemployment is the way that the native settlement 
trained people. Aboriginal people at Cherbourg Native Settlement were 
educated up to the level of ten year olds in the State education system and 
that was considered sufficient. Emphasis was instead placed on domestic 
science and manual training which ‘prepared the children for a future as 
menial workers in the government or mission communities or as cheap 
labour in the wider community’ (Bringing Them Home Report 1997:148). 
 
Instead of trying to bury the past, the Cherbourg Historical Precinct 
confronts and displays it for all to see. For example, in figure 5.8 we can see 
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that the sign to the precinct is a replica of the original native settlement sign, 
signifying to all visitors the historical context of the precinct. For the 
community, the Ration Shed Museum is about reclaiming the past and 
retelling the story of Cherbourg with an Aboriginal voice. The Ration Shed 
Museum holds copies of all government and private films and photographs 
taken at Cherbourg and is a repository for oral histories collected by local 
people from in particular the more elderly members of the community. The 
Ration Shed Museum also holds some Aboriginal objects and acts as a 
keeping place for any objects that are repatriated to the community. As a 
working space the Ration Shed Museum also puts on exhibitions by local 
artists, and of historic documents relating to the community’s history. 
 
In 1934 ‘one-third of Indigenous people in Queensland were living on 
missions and settlements’ (Bringing Them Home Report 1997:64). That 
same year Caroline Tennant Kelly, a student of anthropologist A P Elkin, 
conducted fieldwork at Cherbourg Native Settlement. She recorded the 
various language groups that had been sent from all over North Queensland 
to live there, noting the differences in social organisation, marriage, 
totemism and communal life (UQFL 489). These detailed notes were broken 
down into language groups, and mention the Yirandali, listing them as 
Irendely. In an article on the different language groups at Cherbourg Native 
Settlement, Tennant Kelly notes that she ‘was fortunate in finding many old 
people to whom the past was more real than the present with its 
disintegration of native social life’ (Tennant Kelly 1935:1). The Aboriginal 
people at Cherbourg Native Settlement were forced to speak English and 
 310 
people were not allowed to discuss their Aboriginal heritage or perform any 
acts relating to cultural protocols (CB005). It was remarkable, then, that 
Tennant Kelly managed to convince people to speak about their culture 
when it was forbidden. This may have been due to the belief that Aboriginal 
people were dying out, and so if Tennant Kelly had claimed she was 
conducting salvage ethnography, the administration of Cherbourg Native 
Settlement may have been amenable to allowing people to speak about their 
culture with her.  Tennant Kelly’s letters to her husband, whilst she was 
living at Cherbourg Native Settlement, reveal the poor living conditions of 
people at there (UQFL489 6). After completing her research at the native 
settlement she made several complaints to the Queensland Government 
about the way the native settlement was run. Like many of Mary 
Montgomerie Bennett’s protests, her complaints were ignored and led to her 
being banned from entering any native settlements or reserves in 
Queensland. 
 
In 2009, anthropologists Kim de Rijke and Tony Jefferies from the 
University of Queensland were conducting a research project on Tennant 
Kelly. Her field notes and associated papers had never been found, but 
thanks to a little detective work they managed to ascertain the town in which 
she passed away. They then placed an advert in the local town newspaper 
asking if anyone had any information on Tennant Kelly or her work. 
Luckily, a stockman answered the advert, stating that he had several boxes 
of seemingly important material that related to Tennant Kelly. Preserved in 





















photographs of Tennant Kelly. The collection has since been donated to the 
University of Queensland Fryer Library. The collection has been described 
as one of the most significant pieces of research on Aboriginal people in 
south Queensland (de Rijke pers comm. 2012). For the residents of 
Cherbourg it makes a huge contribution to the history of the native 
settlement, which has previously relied on the research conducted there by 
Norman Tindale in 1938, the only other anthropologist to have visited 
Cherbourg Native Settlement. Tindale’s research created genealogies for 
families living at Cherbourg Native Settlement through the use of index 
cards and photographs (figs 5.10-12). These are drawn on heavily today by 
Aboriginal people in Queensland searching for their family histories. Whilst 
Tindale’s research is a useful tool it lacks the depth of Tennant Kelly’s, 
which deals in detail with language groups and kinship within these 
language groups rather than specific families. 
 
In June 2011 the field notes and photographs found by de Rijke and 
Jefferies featured in an exhibition, which documented several years in the 
life of Cherbourg Native Settlement and was displayed in the Ration Shed 
Museum. The exhibition (fig 5.13) opened as part of Cherbourg’s National 
Aborigines and Islanders Day Observance Committee week events. The 
exhibition was held in the main Ration Shed building. It featured large 
digital copies of photographs taken by Tennant Kelly, with copies of her 
field notes displayed underneath. These displays wrapped around the walls 
of the whole room and began with a panel, which described who Tennant 
Kelly was and her relationship to Cherbourg. Blackboards (fig 5.14) then 
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ran underneath these displays and people were given magnifying glasses 
and chalk allowing them to make notes about the photographs and field 
notes when they recognised a person, place or event. A whole day of events 
was planned around the opening of the exhibition, including dances, the 
revealing of plaques, which recognised people who had made a significant 
contribution to Cherbourg, and speeches about the history of Cherbourg 
Native Settlement and Tennant Kelly. De Rijke and Jefferies also showed a 
slideshow of the whole Tennant Kelly collection held at the UQFL, which 
was left running in the exhibition space for the opening event. The opening 
of the exhibition marked a weeklong schedule of National Aborigines and 
Islanders Day Observance Committee (NAIDOC) events. NAIDOC week is 
a celebration of Indigenous people and their heritage. It is also a time for the 
remembrance of Indigenous people and acts as a protest against the acts 
committed against Indigenous people as a part of colonisation. The 
exhibition acted as a remembrance of the history behind Cherbourg Native 
Settlement. It was also a recognition of the importance of Tennant Kelly’s 
work for the Aboriginal people living at Cherbourg, which de Rijke noted 
when he described how at the opening ‘many [people] found relatives in the 
photos. We received many words of appreciation and thanks, which was 
another indication of the value [of the collection] I suppose’ (de Rijke pers 
comm 2012). The manager of the Ration Shed Museum also described how 
‘it was very moving to see Elders engage with the material- there were tears 
and laughter as some people recognised family members and friends’ 
(http://rationshed.com.au/, accessed, January 1 2012).   
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In an interview with ABC radio the Ration Shed Museum manager went on 
to describe how the Tennant Kelly material filled a ‘gap in the lives’  
(http://tinyurl.com/bpbffsu accessed, February 10 2013) of many of the 
Aboriginal people who had grown up in Cherbourg Native Settlement. She 
highlighted the importance of being able to see relatives you may know of 
but don’t have photographs of. For many people viewing these photographs 
was an act of ‘rediscovering family history’ (http://tinyurl.com/bpbffsu 
accessed, February 10 2013). 
 
The Tennant Kelly material was also contextualised by a set of photographs 
loaned by a lady whose family had grown up in Cherbourg Native 
Settlement, and a kingplate, which had belonged to her great grandfather 
and featured in some of the Tennant Kelly photographs. De Rijke and 
Jefferies had also donated 300 DVDS of the digitised Tennant Kelly 
collection. The Ration Shed Museum then sold these on to visitors to raise 
money for the Cherbourg Historical Precinct, and allowed for the archive to 
be widely distributed amongst everyone who had a connection to Cherbourg 
Native Settlement. Those that couldn’t purchase the DVD but lived in 
Cherbourg were also able to access the digitised collection on computers in 
the Ration Shed Museum. 
 
The exhibition ran for a year and the material gained from it; both the 
Tennant Kelly material and the responses by the community to the 
photographs and field notes have been incorporated in the Cherbourg 
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Historical Precinct’s Memory Project. The Memory Project attempts to 
bring together as a community resource all historical data on Cherbourg in a 
digitised form. A special room has been dedicated to the project in the 
precinct and contains a bank of computers that people can access the data 
on, and a way for people to add information also. The main output of the 
project is a website and this was decided as the project committee envisaged 
that 
visiting the Ration Shed was not just about information it is a sacred 
historical space where people can meet Elders and members of the 
community and walk inside the historical buildings that once were 
places people feared to enter 
- (http://rationshed.com.au/ accessed, January 30 2013). 
 
Museums like the Ration Shed can then be viewed as a way of assisting 
Indigenous communities to recover from the trauma associated with 
colonisation and its failed policies. The exhibition of notes and photographs 
from Tennant Kelly was a cathartic experience for the people of Cherbourg, 
and the way that the Ration Shed Museum presented the exhibition allowed 
for the creation of enduring alternate narratives. Community members were 
able to speak their own truth about this history, which was then displayed 
alongside the narrative of the anthropologist. In addition to acting as a mode 
of recovery, the exhibition importantly draws attention to that trauma, 
confronting the viewer with the ongoing legacy of the colonisation.  
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The exhibit created alternate narratives for the Tennant Kelly exhibition, 
just as alternate narratives have been created for the Litchfield and 
Christison collections as a result of the interviews I conducted. The 
exhibition demonstrates a practical way of reaching a large audience over a 
short time period, and acts as an alternative to interviewing individuals in 
order to gain the Indigenous voice on a collection.  Just as Landmarks at the 
National Museum of Australia sought to incorporate the Aboriginal voice 
through the interactive multimedia station, the Tennant Kelly does this 
through the use of blackboards which ran underneath the historical 
narrative. This method of interaction allowed visitors to engage in a much 
more active way than was possible than in Landmarks. However, visitor 
numbers at the Ration Shed Museum are considerably smaller than at the 
National Museum of Australia. Thus, the blackboard project was more 
manageable with smaller numbers as the dialogues could be left up; if this 
had happened at the National Museum of Australia the blackboards 
probably would have had to be wiped clean each day, silencing the 
Aboriginal voice. In addition when comparing the displays at the Ration 
Shed Museum to those in the National Museum of Australia it is important 
to consider the differences between exhibitions of objects and exhibitions of 
photographs. On a practical level it is easier to exhibit photographs than 
objects, but in particular the meaning of objects and photographs for the 
source community is different. As I discussed in Chapter Four, when people 
engage with photographs it can be a much more emotional process as 
people’s lives are embodied in the photographs. Photographs have the 





thus an exhibition of objects using a similar interpretative method may not 
generate such rich and diverse responses and engagements by the source 
community. 
 
In addition it would be harder to exhibit the Christison collection at the 
Ration Shed Museum simply because it focuses on one language group, and 
is not a collection that would obviously unite the community. In interviews 
with CB6 she had suggested that a project similar to the Memory Project 
would be well received in Hughenden library, the nearest town to 
Lammermoor Station. The photographs taken by Mrs Christison could be 
contextualised by those taken by C.W. Bowly, and the objects currently held 
at Lammermoor Station. Kiara’s kingplate is also rumoured to be in a 
private collection in Charters Towers and if found it could be used for 
further contextualisation. The presence of the exhibition on Yirandali 
country could be as significant for Yirandali people, as the Tennant Kelly 
exhibition at the Ration Shed Museum was for the Cherbourg community. 
Returning them to the country they originated from and the people they are 
about, allows these collections to be re-contextualised, and their history, 
which is tied up with the conflicting relations between settlers and 
Aboriginal people, to be confronted and re-envisioned with an Aboriginal 
voice. 
 
5.4 Case study four: the Mulluwurri Museum 
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Jilamara Arts and Crafts at Milikapiti on Melville Island, also runs a small 
community museum in a building attached to the arts centre. The 
Mulluwurri Museum, (fig 5.15) like the Ration Shed Museum provides the 
community with a space to exhibit their history. It also allows Milikapiti 
residents to incorporate the contemporary art, produced at the arts centre, 
into this on-going narrative of Tiwi cultural heritage. The Tiwi Islanders 
living at Milikapiti also use the Mulluwurri Museum as a way of discussing 
the changing relations between settlers and Tiwi Islanders through displays 
of material culture. Jilamara Arts and Crafts also keeps a small library 
which contains photographs taken by people who have visited Milikapiti 
and photographs of objects collected by anthropologists, who have 
conducted research there. The folder of photographs collected by Jessie 
Litchfield was to be housed in the library after I had left. The library acts as 
a holding place for the community who are free to consult it whenever they 
like. 
 
The current township of Milikapiti developed around the site of the Snake 
Bay Native Settlement, which was established in 1941. In 1942 Snake Bay 
became heavily involved in the Australian war effort, and two Tiwi Island 
men captured a Japanese prisoner of war, whose plane crashed on Melville 
Island during a bombing of Darwin harbour. A jetty and an aerodrome were 
constructed near the Snake Bay Native Settlement and many Tiwi men 
enlisted in the army and the navy. During the Second World War the native 
settlement came under control of the armed services. Control was handed 
back to the superintendent of the native settlement at the end of 1945. In the 
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time directly after the Second World War, the Northern Territory 
Government sought to industrialise Melville Island in order to provide 
employment for the people living in the Snake Bay Native Settlement. It 
was also hoped that this increase in employment would encourage those 
who had moved to the mainland to return. Just as at Cherbourg Native 






trained in domestic and manual labour. The women worked as gardeners 
and the men were put to work in the sawmill, which opened as part of the 
drive towards an industrialised Tiwi society. Displays in the Mulluwurri 
Museum (fig 5.16) reflect this period of Tiwi interaction with settlers in the 
collaborative war effort through a display of medals and photographs. The 
medals of Harry Mungotopi, a Milikapiti man, who fought in World War 
Two, are contextualised by photographs of Tiwi men in active service. The 
text in the display discusses the role of Tiwi Islanders in World War Two. It 
also discusses more generally how Indigenous people, despite being needed 
during the war, were then refused war pensions. It is argued that many 
Indigenous people who enlisted in the armed forces did so in the hope that 
war service might help the campaign for citizenship and Indigenous rights. 
 
The collections of the Mulluwurri Museum also acknowledge the place of 
the Snake Bay Native Settlement in Milikapiti’s history. Several large 
murals in the collection were painted onto the wall panels of the Snake Bay 
Native Settlement ration store and canteen in the 1970s. One of these murals 
depicts three previous employees of the ration store. The act of dismantling 
the physical parts of the Snake Bay Native Settlement, painting onto them, 
and transforming them into something new is a transformative process. It 
confronts the history of government control over the Tiwi people at 
Milikapiti, acknowledges it and highlights the survival of Tiwi people and 
their culture despite this section of history. 
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Snake Bay Native Settlement closed in the 1970s and in 1978 the Tiwi 
Islands came under control of the Tiwi run Tiwi Land Council. Jilamara 
Arts and Crafts was established in 1989 as an adult education centre. It was 
a way of teaching local people skills that would lead to employment, and 
focused on the rich tradition of material culture in the area through the 
production of art. It quickly developed into a non-profit Aboriginal 
corporation, whose member artists’ also own shares in it, and employ people 
to run the corporation for them. The Mulluwurri Museum, which is housed 
in a building next door, opened the year before in 1988, and the arts centre 
has grown around it. The Mulluwurri Museum contains a collection of 
carvings, Tiwi artefacts, prints and early photographs from the region by 
Baldwin Spencer (fig 5.17). The museum also holds a small growing 
archive of photographs of Tiwi objects held in museums in Australia and 
abroad, and uses these to draw comparisons between the work of Tiwi 
people in the past and the work of the current Tiwi artists. For example, 
when I was speaking to several Tiwi artists at Jilamara, they showed me 
photographs of tungas [bark baskets] collected by Charles Mountford in 
order to reference designs that were used in the past and compare them with 
what is being produced today.  
 
In 2008 Jilamara Arts and Crafts applied for a Community Heritage Grant 
through the National Library of Australia and the Department of 
Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities. The arts 
centre was awarded the grant and it split the money two ways. The first was 
to work with Margie West, a consultant curator at the Museum and Gallery 
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of the Northern Territory, in order to assess the significance of the 
collections of the Mulluwurri Museum to the local community. The 
assessment findings were published in a report, which noted that  
the ceremonial carvings and artefacts in the museum are historically 
significant because they record techniques and elements of 
ceremony that have changed or are no longer used by the Tiwi 
people. The large carvings are all hand-tooled with axes, chisels and 
files–techniques that have since been replaced by the use of power 
tools. Early workshops held at the art centre by the Australian Print 
Workshop helped to pioneer Indigenous printmaking. Artists' proofs 
of editioned prints made at the centre are held. Not all the works 
were editioned at the time; in many cases these artist's proofs are the 
only copies, so also have rarity value. The artistic significance of the 
museum's collection is amply demonstrated in a number of older 
carved items dating back to the 1950s that provide excellent 
examples of an early style of Tiwi carving. Many artefacts, such as 
armbands used by dancers during the Pukumani funeral ceremony, 
display a level of complexity in their design and making that is no 
longer seen in similar contemporary examples. Included in the 
collection are examples of a key artist's work, especially a rare ochre 
on bark painting from 1991 by the late Kitty Kantilla, an artist of 
national and international significance. Artist's proofs of Kantilla's 
widely celebrated etchings and lithographs are also held. 
- (Russell and Winkworth 2010). 
The rest of the money was used to extend the Mulluwurri Museum building. 
The main aim of the extension was to provide better facilities for housing 
the historic and contemporary collections, and to provide a space for 
temporary exhibitions. When I conducted interviews in June 2011, building 
work was underway.  It was hoped that the new building could house both 
historic and contemporary exhibitions that would not just inform local 
islanders about their cultural heritage, but also tell visitors the ongoing story 
of Tiwi culture and heritage and demonstrate how far it has spread across 
the world.  As we can see from the assessment report, the Mulluwurri 
Museum acts a repository not just for archival material relating to 
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Milikapiti’s past, but also its present. The extension and the renovations of 
the Mulluwurri Museum give it the potential to actively collect the historic 
material made by anthropologists, amateur collectors and government 
works. Similarly it will also be able to continue to act as a repository for 
contemporary material culture.  The Litchfield collection could form a part 
of this repository, and could potentially be exhibited as the Tennant Kelly 
material was at the Ration Shed Museum. 
 
The importance of the Mulluwurri Museum to the local community is demonstrated 
through the rich collections it already holds, as described by the report, which assessed 
the significance of the museum. By including a range of material culture over time, and 
from a range of sources the community at Milikapiti are taking ownership of their 
cultural practices and displaying them for all to see. They are also demonstrating the 
rich and varied history of interactions between Tiwi Islanders, settlers and other visitors 
and the effect that these interactions has had on Milikapiti as a community. In addition 
what both the Ration Shed Museum and the Mulluwurri Museum demonstrate is that in 
these case studies objects and photographs are components of wider cultural revival 
projects, and are not necessarily the centre of them. Instead it is the combination of 
photographs, objects, archives, the buildings themselves and the land that when brought 
together facilitate dialogues around and on the past and its place in the present. 
 
 
5.5 Local politics and the Litchfield and Christison collections 
 328 
This thesis is concerned with looking both ways, as James Clifford 
describes it ‘to a recollected past and to a dynamic present-becoming-future’ 
(Clifford 2004:13). When researching the Litchfield and Christison 
collections of Aboriginal material culture an aspect I hadn’t expected to 
have to get grips with was the relationship of these collections to the land. 
Often, when I was speaking to people about the collections, I gained a 
strong sense that it was these relationships that were more important aspect, 
rather than the physical objects themselves. Throughout the interview 
process it became more about what the collections represented and how they 
could be used in relation to issues over the reclamation of land and cultural 
identity. Clifford has argued that  
heritage is not a substitute for land claims, struggles over subsistence 
rights, development, educational, and health projects, defence of 
sacred sites, and repatriation of human remains or stolen artifacts, 
but it is closely connected to all these struggles 
- (Clifford 2004:8).  
As a result of land rights and the different issues surrounding the subject 
local to that community or language group, museums and their collections 
have begun to play a practical role for Indigenous people. The Yirandali 
collection is tied to ongoing issues over native title. The Tiwi collection is 
tied to current struggles over land control as a result of the Northern 
Territory National Emergency Response. Whilst both situations are 
confusing, complex, and frustrating it is important to understand them in 
order to understand how the Litchfield and Christison collections could be 
used in real and effective ways by the source communities I spoke to. 
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In 1966 Gurindji workers at Wave Hill Station in the Northern Territory 
walked off the property in a strike against poor working and living 
conditions. It lasted eight years. As the strike grew it fed into ‘the national 
struggle for Aboriginal land rights’ (Lydon 2012:223), and has become an 
emblem not just of land rights but also of the larger struggle for recognition 
of better rights for Indigenous people. New ways for museums to work with 
Indigenous people have been affected in part by native title cases, which 
began in the 1970s as a result of those land rights struggles. They have put 
self-determination politics at the heart of interactions with museums and 
anthropologists (Clifford 2004:7). Museum consultations are now 
collaborative, demonstrating reciprocal relationships between researcher and 
participant in which both parties receive an outcome useful to their own 
aims and agenda.   
 
By putting themselves forward as representatives of the Yirandali language 
group, the Yirandali people I spoke to appeared to me to be asserting their 
identities as members of this language group. Being involved in the 
consultations on the Christison collection was important to them as it 
allowed them highlight their own family associations with this tangible 
body of Yirandali cultural heritage, which was in turn important for 
Yirandali self-determination. Outside of a museum context the outcomes of 
this project are providing useful to Yirendali Operations Pty Ltd who are 
currently pursuing a native title claim. Yirendali Operations Pty Ltd was set 
up by CB1 to act as a representative body for Yirandali people. Within this 
CB1 has pursued several cultural heritage projects. The main project has 
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been to teach people, particularly Yirandali youths, about Yirandali heritage 
in a practical way using archives and museum collections. CB1 has set up a 
database, which records the flora, fauna and material culture native to the 
traditional Yirandali country. This database has been largely informed by 
visits to museum collections that hold Yirandali objects, or correspondence 
with the museum assistants for those collections which have enabled CB1 to 
identify plant sources for many museum objects. CB1 then takes young 
people on tours of Yirandali country, demonstrating where the plants can be 
found and the practical uses of them. For CB1, this is a way of passing 
down his knowledge and that recorded within museums and archives to the 
next generation of Yirandali people. It also gives this younger generation a 
practical knowledge of the land, which those who have grown up in cities 
may not have. In order to help CB1 expand his database I have given him all 
of the data I have found specifically about the objects and photographs in 
the Christison collection, both what already exists in the museums’ 
collection databases and what I have learnt during interviews. 
 
Through Yirendali Operations Pty Ltd CB1, CB3, CB6 and CB4 are 
working on a native title claim. For the Yirandali, native title is an on-going 
issue. In 2003 the Yirandali signed an Indigenous Land Use Agreement 
relating to a section of land around Hughenden. This means that through 
Yirendali Operations Pty Ltd, Yirandali people are now consulted by local 
government about the development and use of that land. Yirendali 
Operations Pty Ltd are currently pursuing a native title claim over the rest of 





in order to give themselves greater control over how the land is used and 
greater benefits as a result of this than those currently available from the 
Indigenous Land Use Agreement. Thus, when I was interviewing Yirandali 
people, many of them wanted to talk to me about the issues of being 
involved with an Indigenous Land Use Agreement, for example the lack of 
adequate financial compensation for their cultural knowledge. As part of my 
research I went through every piece of archival information I could find that 
related to Lammermoor Station or Yirandali people, in Australia and the 
UK. All of the Yirandali people I spoke to made sure to ask me for copies of 
everything I was finding in the archives so that they could draw on it in their 
research for the claim. The anthropologist and law firm involved with the 
native title case now also have selected copies of archival documents they 
felt would be useful in the claim. It was providing this research not just for 
people’s personal collections but for a tangible project that would have 
long-term benefits for the Yirandali people I was working with, that enabled 
me to understand how these historic collections can be used effectively in a 
contemporary setting that is not limited to the museum world. These 
collections are important to the Yirandali both personally and publicly, and 
enable them, despite considerable geographic dispersion to make some 
tangible claim on their heritage. 
 
In the Tiwi Islands museum collections are being used to strengthen 
community ties, as well as ties to the land and to promote Tiwi cultural 
heritage in the face recent government policies that have affected significant 
change in the three communities in the Tiwi Islands. In 1980 ‘under the 
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terms of the Aboriginal Land Rights (NT) Act 1976, inalienable title to the 
Tiwi Islands’ (Morris 2001:16) was granted to the Islanders. However under 
the Northern Territory National Emergency Response Milikapiti, Nguiu and 
Pirlangimpi were subject to compulsory acquisition under five year leases. 
These leases gave the Northern Territory government a greater level of 
control over the township since control had been transferred from the 
government to the Tiwi Land Council in 1978. 
 
On 16 May 2006 ABC's Lateline programme revealed a number of cases of domestic 
violence and child abuse in town camps in Central Australia. Titled ‘Lateline Sees 
Petrol Sniffing Problem First-hand’ the report focused on the community of Docker 
River, 700 kilometres west of Alice Springs which was in mourning for an Aboriginal 
man in his 30s who had died as a result of petrol sniffing. The Lateline report was 
generated in part out of comments made by the health minister at the time Tony Abbott 
who claimed that  
if I saw my own kids playing with matches in the tinder-dry bush, I’d take the 
matches off them. And you’d think in these circumstances, responsible adults 
would take the petrol away from the kids that are sniffing 
-(http://www.abc.net.au/lateline/content/2006/s1640147.htm accessed, Jan 1 
2013). 
This oversimplification of a very complex issue led Aboriginal elders to challenge 
Abbott to come to Central Australia to view the problem first-hand. Whilst the Lateline 
report was useful in bringing widespread exposure to the problem, it was also criticised 
for being sensationalist and not addressing the issue in an impartial way, and making 
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generalisations about petrol sniffing in all remote Indigenous communities, for example 
when one interviewee stated that  
when I first went to one of those communities, get up early in the morning to do 
chores, work and that and I would see groups of people walking- and its normal 
to see these people walking around with a tin and a jacket over the tin sniffing 
petrol. And the age group would have been, the youngest would have been about 
nine or 10 
- (http://www.abc.net.au/lateline/content/2006/s1640147.htm accessed, 
Jan 1 2013). 
The Lateline report the following week then continued to highlight problems it saw in 
Indigenous communities by focusing on sexual abuse. What occurred as a result of 
these very public discussions was the inquiry into the protection of Aboriginal children 
from sexual abuse, which investigated ways to protect Aboriginal children from abuse 
in remote communities. The 2007 Little Children Are Sacred Report was released as an 
outcome of the inquiry. The report found that sexual abuse of children in Aboriginal 
communities had reached what they termed crisis level, stating that 'it be designated as 
an issue of urgent national significance by both the federal and Northern Territory 
governments' (Wild and Anderson 2007). The report was used to justify the Northern 
Territory National Emergency Response also known as ‘the intervention’, which was 
announced in June 2007. It was the final policy initiative for the outgoing Liberal 
government and involved the suspension of the anti-discrimination act and the dispatch 
of 600 soldiers along with teams of officials, education workers and health professionals 
to remote communities. It involved changes to welfare provision, law enforcement and 
land tenure amongst other things.  
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As someone who had not been to the Northern Territory before ‘the intervention’ began 
in 2007, the resulting effects of the measures implemented by the Federal Government 
on Aboriginal people in Darwin were hard to perceive. There was a group of what I 
understood to be homeless Aboriginal people who congregated every day in the park 
opposite the State Library in Darwin, and I would see them when I ate my lunch. People 
I spoke to in Darwin mentioned that there had been an increase in homeless Aboriginal 
people in Darwin in the last few years, but it was unclear if this was as a result of the 
Northern Territory National Emergency Response or not. I felt that instead the effects 
were more noticeable in the Tiwi Islands. 
 
Whilst the Northern Territory National Emergency Response affected all three 
communities in the Tiwi Islands it was particularly noticeable at Milikapiti on Melville 
Island. Milikapiti was acquired under the five-year lease program within which time it 
was hoped that ‘a centrally planned five year program would stabilise and normalise 
[the community] with military precision before an orderly exit’ (Altman and Hinkson 
2012:2). These leases allowed the Northern Territory government to take control of the 
community and make the changes it felt were necessary in order to solve the problems 
of domestic violence and alcohol abuse. When I visited the Tiwi Islands in 2011 some 
of the positive effects of the Northern Territory National Emergency Response could be 
seen in Milikapiti. The major benefit to Milikapiti was the establishment of a safe house 
for women who had been abused or were currently experiencing domestic abuse. When 
I spoke to women at Jilamara Arts and Crafts they spoke of feeling more empowered 
and the arts advisor at the centre noted that more women had been coming into the 
centre to produce art. The consumption and purchase of alcohol had also been limited in 
Milikapiti and this had been seen to have a positive effect on the overall community. 
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However the presence of outside control was very noticeable in Milikapiti with a very 
large police plane dwarfing the small Snake Bay airport. The change in policing as a 
result of the Northern Territory National Emergency Response was also demonstrated 
when one night, whilst I was staying at Milikapiti, a domestic argument spun out of 
control and the member of the family at fault was removed immediately to the 
mainland. 
Increased police numbers on the ground are often quoted as a key marker of the 
intervention’s success. Women and children feel much safer now we are told. It 
is only when we go to the ground and recall that any relations between 
Aboriginal people and police in the present are built upon a deeply fraught 
history that the prospect of increased policing takes on a different inflection  
- (Altman and Hinkson 2012:2). 
One of the measures of the Northern Territory National Emergency Response was the 
removal of customary law and cultural practice considerations from bail applications 
and court sentencing. Where previously domestic violence would have been dealt with 
at a local level within the community, using their own customary law, community 
members were now subject to federal law. This is an issue that divides Aboriginal 
opinion. Some believe that the intervention of the government in areas of customary law 
that they believe are outdated and cruel is a positive step in these communities. 
However others see it as yet another form of assimilation by the federal government. In 
addition the presence of empty new build accommodation where teachers, nurses and 
police who had been drafted in during the initial emergency response, now lay empty 
and unused, seemingly a waste of money.  
 
The production of contemporary art at Jilamara Arts and Crafts generates a significant 
amount of income for the community. The production of much of this art relies heavily 
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on the land and their freedom to use it in their own way. Concern was then expressed by 
Tiwi people I spoke to about what would happen in 2012 when the five year lease ran 
out. An offer had been made for a further ninety nine year lease on Milikapiti for a one 
off payment to the community; a deal which seemed amazing for the amount of money 
but when charted over the ninety nine year period and the number of people it would 
need to pay for, perhaps isn’t as sustainable as it seemed. This was a question that 
provided significant debate within the community. 
 
Consent was not needed from the Tiwi Land Council to enable the federal government 
to acquire it under the initial five-year leases. The process of establishing an S19A 
whole of township lease which would last for ninety-nine years was supposed to be 
collaborative. Under the whole of township lease the Tiwi were offered financial and 
social stability over the long term. The federal government, it was agreed, would 
provide infrastructure improvements and give money to the community in order to 
sustain these improvements. Under the Tiwi Land Council each community on the Tiwi 
Islands is run by a limited company. This company is made up of the traditional owners 
of that community who oversee the running of the community. Milikapiti is run by 
Wulirankuwu Pty Ltd. When I visited Milikapiti in 2011 the community were still 
deciding on whether or not to accept the offer. In April 2012 Wulirankuwu Pty Ltd 
signed the lease. Under the whole of township lease a payment is made from the 
Aboriginals Benefit Account to the traditional land owners. The Executive Director of 
Township Leasing signs the lease on behalf of the federal government. The lease is then 
administered by the Office of Township leasing who acts as a liaison between the 
federal government and the traditional owners of the township. This money is then paid 
back to the Aboriginals Benefit Account over a fixed term. Other parties may sub lease 
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areas of the township from the Office of the Director of Township Leasing who will 
then make payments to the traditional owners of the township once the initial sum has 
been paid back. It is stipulated in the whole of township lease that the federal 
government is allowed to conduct infrastructure projects, affecting housing, health care, 
education and business, in agreement with the traditional owners and the Office of the 
Director of Township Leasing (Altman pers comm 2013). In addition there are 
conditions placed on each whole of township lease, for example, what proportion of the 
population can be non Tiwi. The housing stock is now administered by Territory 
housing who charge rents as if the Tiwi people lived in housing commission 
accommodation. So far the whole of township lease appears to be working well for 
Milikapiti. However, its sustainability remains to be seen. If the federal government 
proposes infrastructure changes that the traditional owners are not happy with, the lease 
may not appear to be so beneficial.  
 
For the community at Milikapiti this period of change and the parallels that it creates 
with the period under which Snake Bay Native Settlement controlled the community 
highlight the importance of the Mulluwurri Museum. The application for, and the award 
of, the Community Heritage Grant in 2008, during the initial period of the Northern 
Territory National Emergency Response, demonstrates the importance that the 
community place in celebrating Tiwi culture and history in the face of this change. 
Jilamara Art and Crafts and the Mulluwurri Museum exists as an Aboriginal Owned 
Corporation and thus are outside of the control of the whole of township lease. Despite 
the changes enacted in Milikapiti the arts centre continues to thrive, and has actually 
become busier. Rather than using the collections present in the museum in an external 
way, such as the Yirandali native title case, Tiwi people in Milikapiti are using them on 
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a local level to unite the community. Thus Jilamara Art and Crafts and the Mulluwurri 
Museum act as the heart of the community, particularly during this period of transition. 
 
5.6 What next? 
The Yirandali people who were interviewed, in their own words had ‘got 
used to having me around’ (CB0011), and both the Tiwi and Yirandali 
people I spoke to have kept up communication via email. As a result of the 
productive relationship I established with the Yirandali people I spoke with, 
in December 2010 CB2, CB1 and myself applied for an AIATSIS research 
grant. When planning the research grant we had originally hoped to conduct 
the more common type of source community consultation. We hoped to fly 
six Yirandali representatives over to the United Kingdom to visit the 
Christison collections in London, Oxford and Edinburgh. Unfortunately 
after speaking with the nominated representatives, those who were elderly 
ladies expressed worries over the length of the flight, their health and in one 
case, the ability of a plane to stay in the sky. So we thought what about if 
the objects came to the people instead? We decided to see if a small 
selection of objects from the Christison collection could be brought back to 
Lammermoor Station. The objects would remain on Lammermoor Station 
for a few days in order for a dialogue to be held around them, on country, 
with a larger group of Yirandali people. It was an initiative that the older 
Yirandali people were particularly keen on. They wanted the opportunity to 
demonstrate to their children and grandchildren the connections between 
these objects and the land. It would also allow me to see what kind of 
responses were generated when interviews were conducted on country, at 
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the place the objects were made, whilst people were holding the physical 
objects. Our perceived output was to be a film of the whole event, which 
would be given back to the community, and could also be used in interactive 
museum displays.  
 
The application was not successful. It was felt by AIATSIS that the 
application did not highlight the benefit of the project to the Yirandali 
people strongly enough. We are reworking the application in conjunction 
with the State Library of Queensland and the Brown Family at 
Lammermoor Station. We have will ask the Brown family if we can use 
their object and photograph collection in the project, as well as possibly 
borrowing some of the Christison collection at the State Library of 
Queensland.  
 
Another outcome of this research has been the idea to create a digital 
archive of everything associated with the Christison collection. This digital 
archive could then pull together the vastly spread out archival material 
associated with the Christison collection and provide detailed photographs 
of the objects and photographs for people to view. We have trialled this 
project through the use of a Flickr site, which is accessible by password 
only by Yirandali people and myself. It encourages people to upload their 
own personal archives, as well as photographs of museum and library 
archives they may have accessed, and thus whilst containing information 
that is available in the public domain it also contains private archives. It has 
developed into an archive for not just the Christison collection, but anything 
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related to the Yirandali language group. It has been a useful way to share 
easily my research with the people I interviewed and their families. All of 
the people I interviewed have access to the Internet either at home or via the 
library or a community centre in their town. Ultimately we would like to 
create a more user-friendly online archive, such as the Pitt Rivers Museum 
project The Tibet Album, accessible by more people, and we have been 
discussing the possibility of this being hosted by the John Oxley Library at 
the State Library of Queensland. 
 
These on-going projects which extend beyond the life of my thesis 
demonstrate the importance of the Litchfield and Christison collections to 
the Aboriginal people I have spoken to. The outcomes of these projects 
provide museums with an interactive element that can be incorporated into 
exhibitions as a way of mediating the many narratives present in the 
collections. 
 
What the four museum case studies have highlighted is the importance of 
engaging with different kinds of interpretation in an exhibition. The 
multimedia station in the Landmarks gallery was able to offer visitors a way 
of interacting both with the Aboriginal voice present in the Christison 
collection, in addition to the historical narrative provided by the panels. The 
use of blackboards in the Tennant Kelly exhibition allowed Aboriginal 
visitors to insert the Aboriginal narrative into the exhibition. This in turn 
changed the narrative for subsequent visitors. Finally because of its location 
in an arts centre, the Aboriginal voice could be seen to be ever present in the 
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Mulluwurri Museum. However, whilst the Mulluwurri Museum juxtaposes 
historic photographs and objects, with contemporary art, in 2011 it appeared 
to be more of a holding place for moments in Milikapiti’s history. There 
was no cohesion between these various moments. The new Mulluwurri 
Museum has the capacity to draw more on the narratives of the artists 
present in the arts centre through film or sound, bring out all of the multiple 
narratives present in what is already in the museum, and then to weave these 
together in a way that describes all aspects of the history.  
 
 
In 2015 the National Museum of Australia and the British Museum will 
jointly host an exhibition of around 150 to 200 Indigenous objects from the 
collections at the British Museum. This exhibition will take place in both 
Canberra and London, first at the British Museum, then on to the National 
Museum of Australia. As part of the exhibition planning, the National 
Museum of Australia will conduct consultations with all of the Indigenous 
communities represented in the exhibition. These consultations are a critical 
part of the exhibition process and mandatory for the National Museum of 
Australia. In considering the guiding principles for these consultations the 
National Museum of Australia has drawn on  
the 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples: 1. 
Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain, control, protect and 
develop their cultural heritage, traditional knowledge and traditional 
cultural expressions, as well as the manifestations of their sciences, 
technologies and cultures, including human and genetic resources, 
seeds, medicines, knowledges of the properties of fauna and flora, 
oral traditions, literatures, designs, sports, and traditional games and 
visual and performing arts. They also have the right to maintain, 
control, protect and develop their intellectual property over such 
cultural heritage, traditional knowledge, and traditional cultural 
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expressions. 2. In conjunction with indigenous peoples, States shall 
take effective measures to recognise and protect the exercise of these 
rights 
- (National Museum of Australia 2012:1-2). 
The narrative of the National Museum of Australia exhibition is being 
designed to ‘to put Indigenous engagements at the very heart of the 
exhibition’ (National Museum of Australia 2012:3). Drawing on the 
importance of using a variety of interpretative methods, as we saw 
Landmarks and the Tennant Kelly exhibit do, the National Museum of 
Australia exhibition brief notes that  
an essential element of the NMA exhibition will be that visitors have 
the sense that people from the featured Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
communities are the hosts or narrators of the stories about these 
objects and their histories. This could be done by A/V and/or textual 
style 
- (National Museum of Australia 2012:3-4). 
Recognising the interrelated histories of the British Museum collections the 
National Museum of Australia exhibition aims to show both Indigenous and 
settler histories and perspectives. It seeks to do this by  
using objects, images, multimedia and text, the exhibition is 
therefore spatially organised around a series of modules featuring 
encounters between Australian indigenous peoples and settlers, 
which generated the objects now held in the British Museum 
collection 
- (National Museum of Australia 2012:4). 
 
The National Museum of Australia hopes to incorporate text, image, object, film and 
sound into the interpretative framework of the exhibition. These methods will hopefully 
create an exhibition that goes someway to answering Jones’ call for museum exhibitions 
simultaneously to incorporate the multiple narratives present in a single object, or a 
collection. The National Museum of Australia exhibition accepts the multiple meanings 
of Indigenous objects and their ‘ownership’ by several communities and audiences, and 
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through its consultations will create new dialogues, networks and identities around these 
collections to create an exhibit that moves beyond Andrew Moutu’s description of a 
similar exhibition, Pasifika Styles, as a ‘polyphonic collage’ (Moutu 2007:24), a phrase 
used to describe how Moutu perceived the many voices in the exhibition to be 
interacting in order to tell multiple histories. Pasifika Styles took historic objects, made 
light of their colonial past and asked contemporary Pacific artists to react to the objects 
and their history. Their voices were depicted visually through their interactions with the 
objects and also through the exhibition text. Within the exhibit the visitor was privy to 
the historic and contemporary histories associated with the objects, as well the colonial 
and indigenous voices surrounding their production or collection. However what sits at 
odds with Moutu’s description is the ever-present sense throughout the exhibition of 
competition between the past and the present, in terms of the work displayed, the 
method of display, the curatorial strategy and even the choice of venue for the 
exhibition. It is a juxtaposition of the past and present, a mediation and reconfiguration 
of colonial and local relations with objects, the museum and New Zealand life. At the 
heart of these dialogues are the negotiations between the values the artists attach to their 
works and the values attached to them through their placement in the museum. Thus 
Pasifika Styles worked more as a kind of ‘tournament of value’ (Appadurai 1986 p.21), 
an arena for the various dialogues and the competing notions of value, rather than an 
exhibit that represents these values equally. We have seen the limitations of some of the 
interpretative methods used to move beyond exhibitions like Pasifika Styles, in the 
Landmarks exhibition, and also the possibilities it can bring in the Tennant Kelly 
exhibition. Ultimately by embracing the incorporation of all of these various ways of 





Chapter 6 Conclusion 
This thesis reassessed the Tiwi collections made by Jessie Sinclair Litchfield, and the 
Yirandali collections compiled by Mary Montgomerie Bennett, both held at the British 
Museum, in order to understand their place in the history of Indigenous and settler relations 
in Australia. This thesis is an ethno history, combining the fields of anthropology, museum 
studies and history. Through its findings it makes contributions to discussions surrounding 
the processes of conducting oral history interviews as part of visual repatriation projects, and 
how museums incorporate indigenous narratives into displays of ethnographic material. In 
addition through its reassessment of the Litchfield and Christison collections it discusses for 
the first time how these collections were created and the agency of Indigenous and non-
indigenous people within its creation, dissemination and continued relevance. Driving this 
study has been a concern to consider how once the significance of these collections for both 
museums and Aboriginal communities has been renewed, how a twenty-first century 
museum can adequately give voice to the multiple dialogues the collections contain. Arjun 
Appadurai’s description of how the multiple values that are ascribed to objects are forced to 
compete against each other once these objects enter a museum, speaks of a static collection 
that moves through time gaining these different values, which then remain with them 
(Appadurai 1986). This competition can be seen to be played out through the museum 
curator who picks and chooses aspects of these values to display. Appadurai has remained 
relevant within museum studies and museum anthropology because few exhibitions have 
been successfully able to challenge his description of this competition between the differing 
values. In the last five to ten years museums have begun to move away from the notion of a 
competition, to become instead engaged in looking at how the multiple voices in museum 
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collections can be mediated and presented alongside one another within the exhibition space, 
to minimise this competition and conflict. Previously museum exhibitions have tended to 
adapt what is already present in a collection in order to suit the purpose of their project 
(Levi-Strauss 1962:17). Collections have then become absorbed into an existing museum 
identity, a particular way of telling a historical narrative. However rather than these values 
remaining with a collection or object, Paul Basu posits that many of the values and 
meanings attached to objects and collections are constantly active and changing. For 
example, the perspective of the source community when the object was collected is not the 
perspective of the source community now (Basu 2011). Therefore rather than being added 
to, many of these values attributed to objects and collections simply change.  
 
I contend then, that as a result of an increased engagement between museums and source 
communities, and developments in the interpretive methods used in exhibitions it is now 
possible to consider how these multiple values can exist alongside one another in a 
museum exhibition. Rather than being in competition with each other and only allowing 
one narrative to emerge these values can become intertwined creating a collage of that 
object’s or that collection’s life. Thus I have sought to explore whether Philip Jones’s 
(2007) challenge to museum curators to represent both the Indigenous and the European 
traces left on a single object or on a collection in an exhibition is possible. In addition 
Jones argues that these traces should be represented equally in an exhibition. The desire to 
mediate these traces or multiple histories has, as we have seen through the case studies of 
the Landmarks, Living Lands and Tennant Kelly exhibitions and through the brief for the 
forthcoming collaborative National Museum of Australia and British Museum exhibition, 
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become a concern for museums and their curators, particularly in the last five years. But is 
it possible? 
 
6.1 Conversing with the past 
Based on the idea that museum collections lead social lives like people (Kopytoff 1986), in 
this thesis I have been concerned with creating biographies for the Christison and 
Litchfield collections in order to highlight the multiple narratives within them and to 
integrate both the Indigenous and the settler narratives. Beginning with the hypothesis that 
the Litchfield and Christison collections wear a 'double patina' (Jones 2007:1), that of the 
Indigenous encounter and also the settler encounter this thesis has relied on the idea that 
after exploring the entire biography of the Christison and Litchfield collections, individuals 
become exposed as agents. This has allowed for an understanding of how the two 
collections have been employed by different people, at different times, in different ways, to 
emerge (Gell 1998). By analysing the constituent parts of the Christison collection we can 
see the agency of the Yirandali people in the collection. Their gifts to the Christison family 
helped to shape the way collection was formed. The choice of Bennett to send objects and 
photographs, whose provenance reveals the close relationships between the Christison 
family and the Yirandali, makes a statement about the progressive views of Bennett and 
her family toward Aboriginal people during that period. In the Litchfield collection the 
objects expose a network of professional and amateur collectors, as well as the informal 
relations between settlers and Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory. Litchfield’s 
collection was shaped by T.A. Joyce’s recommendations, but also through what objects 
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Aboriginal people were willing to give to her, and what she and other collectors were 
allowed to photograph. 
 
Many of the relationships between settlers and Indigenous people that resulted in museum 
collections were a product of Australian government laws and practices. The establishment 
of native settlements, reserves and missions created mass, often forced, migration of 
Indigenous people off their traditional country. Jumbo’s decision to follow many other 
Tiwi people to Darwin resulted in him being subject to the rules and regulations of the 
Kahlin Compound. As a result of these regulations he became a houseboy for Litchfield. 
The large number of Tiwi people in Darwin during the early half of the twentieth century, 
and Litchfield’s familial relationship with Jumbo, gave Litchfield access to the Tiwi 
material culture which she then sold to the British Museum. 
 
In Queensland, the practice, by pastoralists, of keeping Aboriginal people off their 
properties developed out of tensions between Aboriginal people and settlers initiated 
during the early period of colonisation. The Christison collection is a product of these 
tensions. If Robert Christison had not challenged the belief that Aboriginal people and 
pastoralists could not live in harmony with each other, the Yirandali would not have lived 
and worked on Lammermoor Station. For many Yirandali this meant exemption from the 
laws enacted by the local Protector for Aborigines. Whilst this exemption did not prevent 
other Yirandali people being removed to native settlements, reserves and white households 
after the Christison family had returned to England, it did mean that a sustained 
relationship was created between the Yirandali people and the Christison family. Without 
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this relationship the Christison collection and its rich associated documentation would not 
exist. 
 
In exposing the historical narrative particular consideration has been given to relations 
between Tiwi, and Yirandali people, and settlers. Drawing both on texts written at the time 
these collections were made by anthropologists, feminists, government workers and 
amateur collectors, and on historical texts that reflect back on this time period we are able 
to gain these many perspectives that help us to visualise what was happening at the time 
these collections were made. Both Litchfield (1930) and Bennett (1927) also published 
books and it is through these books that we gain a sense of the relationships both women 
experienced with Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory and Queensland. The two 
books also offer perspectives on relations between settlers and Indigenous people during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Both books glorify aspects of 
colonisation, and yet criticise the way Indigenous people are treated by settlers. Bennett 
champions her father’s role as a progressive pastoralist, glorifying his treatment of 
Aborigines, and his role in the conversion of the Yirandali to Christianity. Yet Bennett also 
criticises the treatment of Aboriginal people by neighbouring pastoralists. Similarly 
Litchfield criticises the way miners take advantage of Aboriginal women, whilst also 
praising those Aboriginal people who have learnt to speak Pidgin English and behave 
politely according to European standards. Both books are very much products of their own 
historical and political contexts. Whereas historians such as Henry Reynolds, Noel Loos, 
Lyndall Ryan and Manning Clark are looking back on history in order to look forward, 
Litchfield and Bennett reflected on what was happening at that moment, perceiving 
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themselves to be progressive in comparison to the views on Indigenous people by the 
majority of the settler population at that time. 
 
In addition Litchfield and Bennett both participated in the Indigenous rights movement, 
which gained momentum in the 1930s in Australia. The different ways that both women 
chose to participate in the movement, and their often differing opinions on how to create 
better rights for Indigenous people, were very much products of the localities they had 
spent most time in. Both women agreed on the need for female Protectors of Aborigines 
and were heavily critical of white men taking Indigenous women as their wives. Litchfield 
believed that employment of Indigenous people by pastoralists on fair terms was beneficial 
to Indigenous people. She did not believe the church improved the lives of Indigenous 
people, and felt that it was not the place of the settler to interfere in traditional Indigenous 
customs. Bennett, however, criticised what she saw as the exploitation of Indigenous 
people by pastoralists, and the use of Indigenous people in settler households. Instead she 
believed the church could empower Indigenous people, particularly women, by teaching 
them skills that could enable them to become economically self-sufficient, and to 
discourage traditional customs such as polygamy. Both Litchfield and Bennett, despite 
their differences, saw Indigenous people as equal citizens and their participation in the 
Indigenous rights movement helped gain force for that movement. 
 
6.2 In touch with history 
Building on William Stanner's 1968 critique of Australian history writing that a silence 
existed around the discussion of Indigenous and settler relations, I have also sought in this 
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thesis to expose not just the narrative on these relations in the two collections, but the 
previously silent Indigenous narratives. Exposing these narratives creates a revisionist 
history that then questions how museums represent these historical collections, looking 
more generally at how the history wars has affected the creation of historical narratives in 
museums. In addition I have drawn on James Clifford’s theory of the museum ‘as a contact 
zone’ (1997). Clifford posits that museum collections become part of an ongoing 
relationship between the language group that produced the collection and those that view 
it. He highlights the importance of conducting consultations with contemporary 
communities in order to tease out this silenced narrative. Expanding on the arguments of 
Clifford and Kopytoff, Basu has usefully described these collections of objects and 
photographs which have become dispersed from their site of origin, as ‘constituting object 
diasporas whose (material) culture flourished in exile within the recontextualising 
territories of a global museumscape’ (Basu 2011:28). Speaking to Yirandali and Tiwi 
people about the Litchfield and Christison collections and including information gained 
about these collections from these conversations in the British Museum's collections 
database, has involved them in the way they are represented within this object diaspora. 
 
In analysing the process of conducting interviews as a part of a visual repatriation project 
this thesis contributes to the constantly evolving discourse surrounding these projects 
(Peers and Brown 2003, Modest and Golding 2013). What emerged out of the responses of 
the Yirandali people I spoke to was an awareness of how different spatial contexts can 
change the way people respond during interviews. People’s emotions about a place can 
lead them to respond differently to the same material, in different locations. These 
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responses were also governed by the historical significance given to the location that the 
interview was taking place in by the person I was speaking to. It is also apparent, though, 
that these categories are fluid, and that they are a product of people’s perceptions of a 
situation, as much as they are a product of my own perception of why the people I spoke to 
behaved in the way that they did, and said the things that they did. However, what emerges 
from this analysis is that location should be an important consideration when planning a 
community consultation. There are few texts that candidly discuss the process of and the 
content produced by oral history interviews. Portelli discusses how people respond 
differently based on their perception of the interview situation (Portelli 2013:282). This 
perception however seems to be limited to the idea or concept of an interview itself rather 
than the location it took place in. Shelley Trower argues that 'oral traditions seem to belong 
to a place' (Trower 2011:1). However what Trower does is consider how many people with 
different backgrounds experience the same place in different ways, for example how a 
tourist, a worker and a writer might all experience Mindil Beach market in different ways 
and thus talk about different things. What this thesis did was interview people with the 
same or similar backgrounds and consider how their perception of a place is linked not just 
to their experiences of that place but also people who may be linked to that place. In 
addition it considered that whilst they are talking about the same subject each time, the 
way they talk about that subject for example how emotional they will get, or how much 
they will talk, changes in each location. 
 
The study that is most closely aligned to the findings of this thesis is Diane Hafner's work 
on museum collections with the Lamalama people. Hafner argues that 'while artefacts, 
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images and landscapes may each have social biographies and therefore seem to express 
independent agency, it is the human assignment of meaning rather than any agency within 
the objects themselves that leads to this perception' (Hafner 2013:3). Hafner's project like 
this thesis looked to consider the responses of Aboriginal people to museum collections in 
different locations. Hafner interviewed Aboriginal people on country with the museum 
collections and noted that in this location responses were actually more restrained (Hafner 
2013:8), despite noting that previous projects had yielded opposite results. She attributes 
this to the fact that once on country the objects were placed back into the landscape and 
were thus subject to rules as the 'landscape embued with ancestral power had agency' 
(Hafner 2013:9). Hafner's findings reiterate the findings of this thesis that these categories 
of response are fluid and vary between language groups, highlighting the complexities and 
nuances of Indigenous and settler relations in Australia. As we can see with the differences 
between the Tiwi and the Yirandali, different language groups have experienced 
colonialism and it's effects in different ways. Thus when conducting interviews on museum 
collections with source communities, the social and historical context needs to be 
considered. 
 
As this research has demonstrated, rather than focusing solely on the way they would like 
to be represented within museum exhibitions, the Tiwi and Yirandali people I spoke to 
highlighted the importance of the Litchfield and Christison collections to the land. 
Following the decision in 1949 to allow Indigenous people who had served in the defense 
forces to vote, which was extended to all Indigenous people in 1967, two decades of 
struggles over land rights became central to the Indigenous rights movement. Legal action 
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over land rights began in the 1970s with Milirrpum and Other vs Nabalco Pty Ltd 
(Attwood and Markus 1999) but it wasn’t until 1993 that native title was officially 
recognised within federal law. For the Yirandali people I spoke to, the relations between 
their ancestors and the Christison family have resulted in almost eighty years of 
documentation about Yirandali cultural heritage, and an object and photograph collection, 
which combined with contemporary research into flora and fauna, demonstrates strong ties 
to the land around Lammermoor Station. This rich documentation, and their ownership 
over it as Yirandali representatives, is being used by Yirandali people in a native title claim 
that demonstrates the applications of museum collections outside of their museum context. 
Similarly there is potential for the Litchfield collection to be incorporated into the historic 
displays at the Mulluwurri Museum, which is using its collection to assert a positive Tiwi 
identity in the face of changing controls over land as a result of the Northern Territory 
National Emergency Response. Both the Tiwi and Yirandali people I spoke to are also 
reclaiming these collections and the contentious histories that they are a part of in order to 
demonstrate survival in the face of this history. 
 
In addition, museum collections for the Yirandali and Tiwi people I spoke to embody more 
than just cultural heritage, they are repositories of family history that embody multiple 
significances that are able to be brought out and discussed amongst communities. This was 
particularly important for the Yirandali people I spoke to who had grown up in native 
settlements or white households, as through these collections they were regaining a sense 
of their own Aboriginality. Where the ancestors of these collections are for some, recently 
deceased relatives, the emotional ties to these collections are poignant and this emotion 
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was brought out in some of the interviews I conducted with Yirandali and Tiwi people. 
Particularly when viewing the photographs in both collections Tiwi and Yirandali people 
were able to recover identities of relatives and their interactions with these relatives. Many 
of the photographs also represent a moment of cultural change and upheaval. Reflecting 
back on these photographs was particularly poignant for the Yirandali people I spoke to as 
it offered a moment to reflect on loss, and yet conversely a moment to regain memories 
which were then disseminated to younger relatives. The engagement of Yirandali and Tiwi 
people with the photographs created a link between then and now, and expanded the 
meaning of these photographs not just for my own research, but also for the younger 
generation of Yirandali and Tiwi people who participated silently in the interviews I 
conducted.  
 
The additional information found on both collections in archives and through interviews 
has been added where possible to the individual object and photograph records within the 
British Museum's database. In addition copies of the sources will be given to the British 
Museum to add to the pic docs and eth docs associated with the two collections. The 
relationships established between the author and particularly the Yirandali representatives 
consulted for this thesis has facilitated meetings between staff members at the National 
Museum of Australia and the British Museum, and these Yirandali representatives in 
relation to the collaborative Australia exhibition scheduled for 2015. 
 
6.3 Exhibiting the narratives 
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In his critical assessment of the National Museum of Australia, Graeme Davison described 
how 'national museums are now among the hot spots in a historic settling of accounts 
between Indigenous people and European settler societies' (Davison 2003:201). Museums 
in Australia have in the twenty first century become locations for cultural politics to be 
played out. The history wars debates around the interpretation of Australian history 
focused in on the displays of the National Museum of Australia in 2001, questioning their 
narrative and whether this really represented Australia. The interest in museums by source 
communities has shifted from that of the 1970s and 1980s that focused on repatriation, to 
'how those objects are displayed and interpreted' (Davison 2003:201). Through a 
reassessment of the Litchfield and Christison collections more of the many voices present 
in the collection have come alive. The Bringing Them Home Report helps to give 
validation to these Indigenous voices. The debates following its publication surrounding its 
place in the historical narrative of Australia changed the social and political milieu which 
in turn produced the 2008 Apology. These historical moments reflected a change that was 
happening in museum practice, which was engaging more with source communities in 
order to include Indigenous perspectives in the representation of their collections. With 
these voices available it is possible to then consider how they can be presented in a 
coherent way in an exhibition that will tell the whole history of the two collections. Once 
the multiple narratives within the two collections had been assessed this thesis sought to 
investigate how the Litchfield and Christison collections could now be presented within a 
museum exhibition. Four case studies were drawn upon to consider how this could be 
achieved. What these case studies revealed is that in order for a twenty-first century 
museum to attempt to exhibit all aspects of a collection’s history it needs, where possible, 
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to employ a variety of interpretive methods within the exhibition. There is an emerging 
field within museum studies that looks at the use of technology in museums and this thesis 
contributes to that. Technology and its innovations have ‘affected nearly every aspect 
of …museum services’ (Institute of Museum and Library Services 2006), from cataloguing 
and collections management, to what is acquired in terms of works of digital art, to 
publications and - importantly for this thesis – to exhibition interpretation methods 
including, iPAD plinths, three dimensional scanning and printing and museum guide apps 
for your smart phone; the possibilities now seem endless for applications of new 
technology in the twenty-first-century museum. The case studies highlighted the 
problematic nature of the employment of these different methods, whether they are film, 
audio, imagery, text panels, objects, or another interactive element. Whilst the exhibits all 
took a step away from the notion of a competition between the multiple values attributed to 
their collections or objects, each element did not interact with the other. By analysing the 
four case studies the complexity of Jones’ task becomes apparent. That it not to say it is an 
impossible task. In 2010 the Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum redisplayed its collections in a 
new museum building. The permanent exhibitions drew on a variety of interpretative 
methods that allowed the viewer to engage with as much or as little information on a 
collection or an object as they liked. The museum had closely considered the visitor 
experience, as well as thinking about how they could include multiple perspectives on an 
object; around an object you could access relevant photographs, books, sound, even 
museum records. This close attention to the way that these values are presented to the 
visitor has created a very sensory experience, and one that entices the viewer to engage and 
to learn more. However it is hard to identify any unifying theme in the galleries, and whilst 
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it goes some way to allowing for these multiple narratives to converse, it perhaps 
demonstrates the limitations of this method of exhibition. What the Rautenstrauch-Joest 
Museum and the four case studies demonstrate is that incorporating many different 
interpretative methods in an exhibit is still a work in progress, with museums still needing 
to experiment with a variety of methods (Hooper-Greenhill 2000). It is important to get the 
balance between enhancing a visit and frustrating that visit in the use of technology in the 
exhibition space. One solution could be ‘learning lounges’ that can be used to provide 
multifaceted content so that the object is in one room with another room providing 
interactive stations, a video loop about the object, books, the catalogue etc. This was 
recently used in the temporary exhibition, Matthew Barney: Drawing Restraint, in the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art (Samis 2007) to some success. Another example is from 
the Sydney Powerhouse Museum who have experimented with using quick response (QR) 
codes and mobile apps in their interpretative framework for their Love Lace exhibition ‘to 
add an information layer for visitors without overwhelming the exhibition design with text’ 
(Sherman 2011). What is clear is that there is a sustained desire to move beyond the notion 
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INFORMATION SHEET  
REC Protocol Number: SSHL/09/10-30  
YOU WILL BE GIVEN A COPY OF THIS INFORMATION SHEET 
My name is Ali Clark. I am a PhD student from Kings College and the British Museum 
in London, England. I am doing research for a PhD in Australian Studies, thesis title 
‘Aborigines, White Women and the Museum; a historical analysis of the changing 
contexts and perceptions of the collections of Mary Montgomery Bennett and Jessie 
Sinclair Litchfield.’ 
I want to tell you all about it and see if you want to be a part of it. I would like to do 
some interviews with you during my visit, but I need you to know that you don’t have 
to take part if you don’t want to. If you choose not to interviewed it will in no way 
affect your participation in or treatment during my visit to your community. Please take 
time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish.  
Please ask me if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more 
information. 
My aim is to learn more about a collection of Indigenous Australian and Torres Strait 
Islander photographs and objects, in the British Museum, London, England.  
This collection was made by Robert and Mary Christison and their daughter Mary 
(Mimi) who lived with Jirandali people on Lammermoor Outstation in Queensland. 
Mimi also lived on Kunmunya Mission with the Worora. 
 
I am looking for participants whose relations knew Robert Christison and his family, or 
who know people who lived around Lammermoor Outstation between 1880 and 1910, 
and Kunmunya Mission between 1930 and 1932. I also hope to interview anyone else 
who may hold information about this person/s. This collection is a valuable part of the 
British Museum’s Indigenous Australian and Torres Strait Islander Collections and 
from the outcome of the research would be the ability to understand these collections 
better and to be able to present them in the most culturally appropriate way possible for 
you.  
If you agree to take part, I will talk with you about a set of photographs, some showing 
objects, some showing people. It will take no more than an hour and will involve 
signing a consent form. I would like the interview to be recorded, but if you do not want 
this to happen we can arrange alternative methods of recording the discussion. The 
interview will take place in a location convenient for you. In the interview you will be 
shown a series of photographs and will be asked to talk about them. You should be 
aware that some of the photographs may include images or names of people now 
deceased. If this happens I will tell you first and then you can decide if you would like 
to view the image.  
I don’t want to talk about anything that is really sensitive or confidential, so it is 





defamatory.If you decide to take part and later change your mind, you are free to walk 
away at any stage, as long as you let me or the university know. After the interview you 
may withdraw your data from the project at any time up until it is written up as a thesis 
in October 2011. If you choose to take part you have the choice to be sent the bits I 
want to use so you can let me know if it’s ok. Even if you don’t want to check what I 
use first, I will still send you a copy of the finished documentary and the thesis for your 
records. 
Please note that confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained, your name will only 
appear next to your interview if you agree to it and if you do not agree it will not be 
possible to identify you from any publications. A written copy of your interview with 
your name, language group, and where and when the interview was held will be kept by 
myself and my supervisors at King’s College London and the British Museum. Some 
information from the interview will be in my final thesis and will be kept in the 
archives at the British Museum and at King’s College London, and will be accessible 
by members of staff. All information will be held securely in accordance with King’s 
College London and British Museum guidelines. Once submitted the final thesis will be 
held in libraries at King’s College London, The British Museum, the University of 
London and the British Library and will be accessible by approved members of the 
public. 
It is up to you to decide whether to take part or not. If you decide to take part you are 
still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason. If you do decide to take 
part you will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent 
form. If this study has harmed you in any way you can contact King's College London 
using the details below for further advice and information:  
Alison Clark and Dr Ian Henderson (Supervisor and Lecturer in Australian Studies), 
The Menzies Centre for Australian Studies, King’s College London, Strand, London 








INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 
REC Protocol Number: SSHL/09/10-30 YOU WILL BE GIVEN A COPY OF THIS 
INFORMATION SHEET 
My name is Ali Clark. I am a PhD student from Kings College and the British Museum 
in London, England. I am doing research for a PhD in Australian Studies, thesis title 
‘Aborigines, White Women and the Museum; a historical analysis of the changing 
contexts and perceptions of the collections of Mary Montgomery Bennett and Jessie 
Sinclair Litchfield.’ 
I want to tell you all about it and see if you want to be a part of it. I would like to do 
some interviews with you during my visit, but I need you to know that you don’t have 
to take part if you don’t want to. If you choose not to interviewed it will in no way 
affect your participation in or treatment during my visit to your community. Please take 
time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish.  
Please ask me if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more 
information. 
My aim is to learn more about a collection of Indigenous Australian and Torres Strait 
Islander photographs and objects, in the British Museum, London, England.  
This collection was made by Jessie Litchfield who lived in Anson Bay and Darwin, and 
visited the Tiwi Islands. 
 
I am looking for participants whose relations knew Mrs Jessie Litchfield, or who know 
people who lived around Darwin between 1901 and 1920. I also hope to interview 
anyone else who may hold information about this person. This collection is a valuable 
part of the British Museum’s Indigenous Australian and Torres Strait Islander 
Collections and from the outcome of the research would be the ability to understand 
these collections better and to be able to present them in the most culturally appropriate 
way possible for you.  
If you agree to take part, I will talk with you about a set of photographs, some showing 
objects, some showing people. It will take no more than an hour and will involve 
signing a consent form. I would like the interview to be recorded, but if you do not want 
this to happen we can arrange alternative methods of recording the discussion. The 
interview will take place in a location convenient for you. In the interview you will be 
shown a series of photographs and will be asked to talk about them. You should be 
aware that some of the photographs may include images or names of people now 
deceased. If this happens I will tell you first and then you can decide if you would like 
to view the image.  
I don’t want to talk about anything that is really sensitive or confidential, so it is 
important that you do not tell me information which is secret, or sensitive or 





away at any stage, as long as you let me or the university know. After the interview you 
may withdraw your data from the project at any time up until it is written up as a thesis 
in October 2011. If you choose to take part you have the choice to be sent the bits I 
want to use so you can let me know if it’s ok. Even if you don’t want to check what I 
use first, I will still send you a copy of the finished documentary and the thesis for your 
records. 
Please note that confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained, your name will only 
appear next to your interview if you agree to it and if you do not agree it will not be 
possible to identify you from any publications. A written copy of your interview with 
your name, language group, and where and when the interview was held will be kept by 
myself and my supervisors at King’s College London and the British Museum. Some 
information from the interview will be in my final thesis and will be kept in the 
archives at the British Museum and at King’s College London, and will be accessible 
by members of staff. All information will be held securely in accordance with King’s 
College London and British Museum guidelines. Once submitted the final thesis will be 
held in libraries at King’s College London, The British Museum, the University of 
London and the British Library and will be accessible by approved members of the 
public. 
It is up to you to decide whether to take part or not. If you decide to take part you are 
still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason. If you do decide to take 
part you will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent 
form. If this study has harmed you in any way you can contact King's College London 
using the details below for further advice and information:  
Alison Clark and Dr Ian Henderson (Supervisor and Lecturer in Australian Studies), 
The Menzies Centre for Australian Studies, King’s College London, Strand, London 








CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS 
REC Protocol Number: SSHL/09/10-30 Please complete this form after taking part 
in the interview. 
This form means I can say ‘NO’. 
Thesis title ‘Aborigines, White Women and the Museum; a historical analysis of the 
changing contexts and perceptions of the collections of Mary Montgomery Bennett and 
Jessie Sinclair Litchfield.’ 
• Thank you for considering taking part in this research. The person organizing the 
research must explain the project to you before you agree to take part. 
 
• If you have any questions arising from the Information Sheet already given to you, 
please ask the researcher before you decide whether to join in. You will be given a copy 
of this Consent Form to keep and refer to at any time. 
 
• The information you have submitted will be published as a report and you will be sent a 
copy of the recorded interview. Please note that confidentiality and anonymity will be 
maintained and it will not be possible to identify you from any publications. 
 
• I understand that if I decide at any time during the research that I no longer wish to 
participate in this project, I can notify the researchers involved and withdraw from it 
immediately without giving any reason. Furthermore, I understand that I will be able to 
withdraw my data up to October 2011. 
 
• I agree that the research team may use my data for future research and understand that 
any such use of identifiable data would be reviewed and approved by a research ethics 
committee.  (In such cases, as with this project, data would not be identifiable in any 
report). 
 
• I agree to my interview being recorded 
 
• I consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes explained to me.  
I understand that such information will be treated in accordance with the terms of the 
Data Protection Act 1998. 
 








agree that the research project named above has been explained to me to my satisfaction 
and I agree to take part in the study. I have read both the notes written above and the 
Information Sheet about the project, and understand what the research study involves. 




Confirm that I have carefully explained the nature, demands and any foreseeable risks 
(where applicable) of the proposed research to the participant. 








ORAL CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS 
REC Protocol Number: SSHL/09/10-30 Please read this form to people who are not 
comfortable with reading. 
This form means I can say ‘No’. 
Please say yes or no to the following: 
After hearing the Information Statement and by talking/yarning with the researcher, I 
understand: 
§ What the research is about and how it works and what the researchers must do to protect 
my rights and privacy 
§ My part in this research if I choose to take part  
§ That I do not have to take part and can withdraw at any time without any consequences  
§ The research team will contact me after this session to seek my approval or ‘OK’, before 
my ‘story’ is used in the ways I have decided. 
Please say I agree or I disagree to the following: 
I want to contribute to the research and agree to allow the researchers to record, store, 
use and collect my ‘story’ to the extent shown on this consent form. 
Permission to use my Audio Recording. 
Please choose from the following options: 
 
  1.  I want to have a recorded yarn or conversation– with my voice 
recordings/transcripts and/or images used as follows: 
 
 1.a. In documentaries and/or reports (so that my voice can be in audio or visual material), OR 
                      1.b. In Printed Material Only. 
      2.   I give permission for continued use of my voice recording even after I pass 
away: 
 1.c . Yes  
 1.d.   No 
      3.      I want my recordings held in the King’s College London Archives to be kept 





 1.e.  Yes  
 1.f.    No 
OR 
      4.  I don’t want my yarn/conversation recorded. 
Please say yes or no to the following: 
I  DO          DO NOT          WANT MY NAME PUT WITH MY ‘STORY’. 
 
I have discussed this with the researcher- including that if I change my mind I can alter 
my permission later by letting them know or phoning them on the number provided. 
















































































































































































































Christison Collection Interviews 
CB001: CB6 at the Mud Hut Pub, Richmond (November 26 2010). 
CB002: CB6 at CB6 home, Richmond (May 8 2011). 
CB003: CB6 at CB6 home, Richmond (May 8 2011). 
CB004: CB3 and CB4 at the Ration Shed Museum, Cherbourg (November 16 2010). 
CB005: CB3 and CB4 at the Ration Shed Museum, Cherbourg (April 2010). 
CB006: CB1 at Queensland Museum, Brisbane (November 10 2010). 
CB007: CB2 at the National Museum of Australia, Canberra (October 21 2010). 
CB008: CB2 at the National Museum of Australia, Canberra (October 28 2010). 
CB009: CB8 at Gloria Jeans, Centro Galleria Morley, Perth (December 16 2010) 
CB0010: CB9 at CB9 home, Melbourne (March 15 2011). 
CB0011: CB5, CB3 and CB4 at the Ration Shed Museum, Cherbourg (July 27 2011).  
Litchfield Collection Interviews 
JL001: JL1 at service station, Bloomsbury (November 22 2010). 
JL002: Group interview at Jilamara Arts and Crafts, Milikapiti (June 9 2011). 
JL003: Group interview at Munupi Arts and Crafts, Pirlangimpi (June 10 2011). 





JL005: Group interview at Munupi Arts and Crafts, Pirlangimpi (June 10 2011). 
JL006: Group interview at Munupi Arts and Crafts, Pirlangimpi (June 10 2011). 
Codes for interview participants 
CB1: Jim Hill 
CB2: Lee Burgess 
CB3: Elizabeth Jacobs 
CB4: Martina Jacobs 
CB5: Myra Duncan 
CB6: Helen Smith 
CB7: Jeffrey Lammermoor 
CB8: May O’Brien 
CB9: Barry Christophers 
JL1: Janet Dickinson 
JL2: Cyril Kalippa 
JL3: Glen Farmer 
JL4: Cher Breeze 
JL5: Cornelia Tipuamantumeri 





JL7: Marius Puruntatameri 
JL8: Justin Puruntatameri 
JL9: Josephine Burak 






See attached CD. This contains the interviews conducted by George Main with 
Yirandali representatives at the State Library of Queensland in 2009. 
Appendix 12 
See attached CD. This contains the interviews conducted by the author as listed in 


















.1 Trumpet made of bamboo.
throwing-stick
Oc1925,1117
.2 Throwing-stick made of wood.
throwing-stick
Oc1925,1117
.3 Throwing-stick made of wood.
head-band
Oc1925,1117
.4 Man's head-band made of kangaroo teeth, bees wax, fibre cord.
head-band
Oc1925,1117
.5 Man's head-band made of kangaroo teeth, bees wax, fibre cord.
armlet
Oc1925,1117
.6-17 Armlet made of bamboo.
head-band
Oc1925,1117
.18 Head-band made of fibre (cane).
stick
Oc1925,1117
.19 Letter stick, message stick made of wood.
stick
Oc1925,1117




.21 Woman's breast ornament made of string (calico).
ornament
Oc1925,1117








.25 Boy's ornament (head, funeral corroboree) made of string (bark), string (hair, human), string (calico).
bag
Oc1925,1117
.26 Bag made of fibre string.
stick
Oc1925,1117
.27 Letter? stick, message? stick made of wood.
bangle
Oc1925,1117
.28.a-ay Bangle made of fibre (pandanus), string (hair, human).
bangle
Oc1925,1117
.29 Bangle made of fibre (pandanus).
bangle
Oc1925,1117





.31 Bangle made of fibre, bark (cabbage palm), wax (bees).
bracelet
Oc1925,1117
.32.a-b Man's bracelet (funeral corroboree) made of fibre, hair, feathers.
bracelet
Oc1925,1117
.33-34 Man's bracelet (funeral corroboree) made of fibre, hair, feathers.
bracelet
Oc1925,1117
.35 Man's bracelet (funeral corroboree) made of fibre, wool, feathers.
dress
Oc1925,1117




.1 Bag, baby carrier made of bark, string (vine).
bag
Oc1926,1113
.2 Bag made of string (bark), hair.
bag
Oc1926,1113
.3 Bag made of string (bark).
head-band
Oc1926,1113
.4 Head-band made of wool.
bag
Oc1926,1113
.5 Bag made of wool.
bag
Oc1926,1113
.6 Bag made of wool.
armlet
Oc1926,1113
.7-9 Armlet made of wool, cane.
armlet
Oc1926,1113
.10-11 Armlet made of cane, beads (glass).
armlet
Oc1926,1113
.12 Armlet made of cane, beads (glass).
armlet
Oc1926,1113
.13.a-b Armlet (one of a pair) made of cane, wool.
armlet
Oc1926,1113
.14.a-b Armlet (one of a pair) made of cane.
armlet
Oc1926,1113
.15-16 Armlet made of cane.
fire-stick
Oc1926,1113
.17 Fire stick made of wood.
bag
Oc1927,1006
.1 Bag made of string.
head-band
Oc1927,1006





.3 Basket made of grass.
basket
Oc1927,1006
.4 Basket made of grass.
basket
Oc1927,1006
.5 Basket made of bark.
basket
Oc1927,1006
.6 Basket made of bark.
basket
Oc1927,1006
.7 Basket made of bark.
basket
Oc1927,1006
.8 Basket made of bark, human hair.
basket
Oc1927,1006
.9 Basket made of bark, human hair.
basket
Oc1927,1006
.10 Basket made of bark, human hair.
basket
Oc1927,1006





.12 Writing stick, message stick made of wood.
canoemodel
Oc1927,1006
.13 Canoe, model made of wood.
throwing-stick
Oc1927,1006
.14 Throwing-stick made of wood.
throwing-stick
Oc1927,1006
.15 Throwing-stick made of wood.
throwing-stick
Oc1927,1006
.16 Throwing-stick made of wood.
throwing-stick
Oc1927,1006
.17 Throwing-stick made of wood.
armlet
Oc1927,1006
.18-23 Armlet made of grass, hair.
armlet
Oc1927,1006
.24.a-as Armlet made of grass.
armlet
Oc1927,1006
.25-27 Armlet made of grass.
basket
Oc1928,0410


















.1-2 Bangle made of grass.
ring
Oc1929,0112
.3.a-t Ring (bundle of 20) made of grass.
ring
Oc1929,0112
.4.a-n Ring (bundle of 14) made of grass.
ring
Oc1929,0112
.5.a-l Ring (bundle of 12) made of grass.
tassel
Oc1929,0112
.6 Tassel made of feathers (cockatoo), ochre, cord (human hair).
basket
Oc1929,0112
.7 Basket made of pandanus leaf.
belt
Oc1929,0112
.8 Belt made of human hair.
head-band
Oc1929,0112
.9 Head-band made of wool cord.
head-band
Oc1929,0112
.10 Head-band made of wool cord.
message stick
Oc1929,0112
.11-12 Letter-stick, message-stick made of wood.
necklet
Oc1929,0112
.13-16 Necklet made of beads.
head-dress
Oc1929,0204
.1 Head-dress made of teeth.
club
Oc1929,0204
.2 Club (used in a game) made of pigmented wood.
club
Oc1929,0204
.3 Club (used in a game) made of wood.
club
Oc1929,0204
.4 Club (used in a game) made of wood, pigment.
club
Oc1929,0204
.5 Club (used in a game) made of wood, pigment.
club
Oc1929,0204





.7 Club (used in a game) made of wood.
club
Oc1929,0204
.8 Club (used in a game) made of wood.
club
Oc1929,0204
.9 Club (used in a game) made of wood.
club
Oc1929,0204
.10 Club (used in a game) made of wood.
club
Oc1929,0204
.11 Club (used in a game) made of wood.
club
Oc1929,0204
.12 Club (used in a game) made of wood.
club
Oc1929,0204
.13 Club (used in a game) made of wood.
throwing-stick
Oc1929,0204
.14 Throwing stick made of wood.
bag
Oc1929,0204
.15 Bag made of string.
bag
Oc1929,0204
.16 Bag made of string.
ornament
Oc1929,0604
.1 Hair ornament made of bone, feathers.
necklace
Oc1929,0604
.2 Necklace made of beads.
knife
Oc1929,0604
.3 Knife blade, made of stone (quartzite).
bag
Oc1930,0204
.1 Bag made of string.
bag
Oc1930,0204




.3 Head ornament made of feather (emu), bone.
whisk
Oc1930,0204
.4 Whisk made of feathers (cockatoo).
basket
Oc1930,0204
.5 Basket made of grass.
message stick
Oc1930,0204
.6 Letter stick, message stick made of wood.
girdle
Oc1930,0204





.8-9 Necklet made of beads.
bag
Oc1930,0204
.10 Bag made of bark (cabbage palm). 
garment
Oc1930,0204
.11-12 Garment made of string, hair cord.
belt
Oc1930,0204
.13 Belt made of hair.
ornament
Oc1930,0204








.16-17 Point, implement made of kangaroo bone (?; foreleg).
head-band
Oc1930,0204
.18 Head-band made of string.
head-band
Oc1930,0204




Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); four Tiwi men standing outdoors holding long 
wood spears, prepared to perform corroboree (ceremonial meeting performance); their hair is 









Photograph postcard (black and white); seven Indigenous Australian men performing a 
"Chuckchuck", Corrobree dance outdoors; they have painted designs on their bodies, and they wear 
headbands and loing coverings; Bathurst, Australia. Gelatin silver print
Postcard !"#$%&'.+
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of the back of a Tiwi woman, kneeling 
on the ground, with trees in the background; Bathurst Island, Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'.,
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); view of a group of Tiwi people, some wearing 
loin cloths, some wearing western-style clothing, standing in front of many Pukumani burial poles in a 
cemetery; Bathurst Island, Australia. Printed
              
and linear designs applied with pigment; Australia. Gelatin silver print
                  
his body painted in ceremonial designs, standing out of doors in from of a carved Pukumani pole, with 
                 
all with scarification on their chests, two of the men are holding barbed spears in a cross shape, one             
outdoors, but in front of a cloth backdrop, a child stands beside her off to the side; she has body                    
circle, in a clearing, watching several men perform a dance as part of a corroboree (ceremonial                
standing on an earthen path, wearing loin cloths, some are wearing bandanas on their heads, all               




Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of an Indigenous Australian man, 
seated on the ground in a forest, wearing a loin cloth, rubbing a stick in the ground to make fire; 
Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'(/
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); a group of Tiwi women, standing in a row, all 
bent over, on a beach, all wearing cloth wraps, some wearing western-style tops, some wearing 
bandanas, some wearing arm ornaments and neck ornaments, some have designs painted onto their 
faces, all performing a dance, with trees in the background; Bathurst Island, Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'(.
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); view of a group of Tiwi men standing in a row 
in between carved Pukumani poles, they are wearing loin cloths and have ceremonial designs 
painted onto their bodies in preparation for a corroboree (a ceremonial meeting); Bathurst Island, 
Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'((
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of a Tiwi woman, lying on the ground, 
with trees in the background; Bathurst Island, Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'(&
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of two Tiwi boys standing out of doors, 
their torsos are decorated with geometric designs as part of a corroboree (ceremonial meeting), they 
are also wearing neck ornaments; Tiwi Islands, Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'()
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of two Tiwi boys standing out of doors, 
their torsos are decorated with geometric designs as part of a corroboree (ceremonial meeting), they 
are also wearing neck ornaments; Tiwi Islands, Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'(*
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of a group of Indigenous Australian 
men, standing in a row out of doors, wearing loin cloths, each Indigenous Australian man has a 
different design painted onto his body in preparation for a corroboree (ceremonial meeting); Australia. 
Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'(+
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of six Indigenous Australian men, 
standing on a beach next to the water, all dancing, some have scarification on their chests; Australia. 
Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'(%
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); a group of Indigenous Australian women 
standing in a circle, out of doors, about to perform a dance, wearing cloth wraps, one woman is 
wearing a dress, some are wearing headbands, neck ornaments and armlets, some of the women 
have designs painted onto their bodies; Australia. Printed
Photograph !"#$%&'(,
Photograph (black and white); portrait of a Tiwi girl seated on the ground, out of doors, wearing an 
armlet; Bathurst Island, Australia. Gelatin silver print
Postcard !"#$%&'&.
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); a group of Tiwi men wearing loin cloths, 
dancing in a circle as part of a corroboree (ceremonial meeting), some are wearing neck ornaments 




Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); a group of Indigenous Australian women 
standing in a semi-circle, out of doors, performing a dance, wearing cloth wraps, one woman is 
wearing a dress, some are wearing headbands, neck ornaments and armlets, some of the women 
have designs painted onto their bodies; Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'&)
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of three Indigenous Australian men 
standing out of doors, all wearing loin cloths, two are holding wallabies up by their front paws, the 
other is holding a gun over his shoulder; Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'&*
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of an Indigenous Australian boy 
standing out of doors, wearing a loin cloth, with a snake around his shoulders; trees are in the 
background; Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'&+
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of five Indigenous Australian men 
standing out of doors, all wearing loin cloths, all holding a long wooden pole, with dead bandicoots 
hanging from the pole, one bandicoot is sitting on one of the Indigenous Australian man's head; 
Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'&%
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); a turtle lying on the ground surrounded by 
baby turtles, two pairs of feet can be seen around the turtle; Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'&,
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); three Indigenous Australian men standing on a 
beach, wearing loin cloths, two are holding up a turtle by its front legs; Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'&-
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); a group of Indigenous Australian men, some 
seated, some standing, on a beach, two are holding dead birds, a turtle is upside down on the beach, 
with a small pile of eggs on top of it; Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&')/
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of an Indigenous Australian man, 
seated on the ground, wearing a loin cloth, trying to start a fire by rubbing a stick in a hole in the 
ground; Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&').
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of three Indigenous Australian boys, 
seated on the ground, holding dead lizards and bandicoots, a dead kangaroo is on the ground in front 
of them, plants are in the background; Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&')(
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); a group of Indigenous Australians, seated on 
the ground, with a crocodile in front of them; a large expanse of water is in the background; Australia. 
Printed
Postcard !"#$%&')&
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); a group of Indigenous Australians, seated on 
the ground around a fire, a dead kangaroo is cooking on the fire; Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'))
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); an Indigenous Australian man crouching on the 
back of a turtle lying on the ground, with trees in the background; Australia. Printed
Postcard Oc,B73.45
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); view of several carved and painted pukamani 





Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of an Indigenous Australian man 
standing out of doors, holding a container filled with water; trees are in the background; Australia. 
Printed
Postcard !"#$%&')%
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of Tiwi boy standing out of doors, with 
his hands on his hips, an expanse of water is in the background; Melville Island, Australia. Printed
Postcard !"#$%&'),
Postcard printed with a photograph (black and white); portrait of  five Indigenous Australian children 
with their arms around each other, standing out of doors, in front of a wall; Australia. Printed
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Object Name BM Reg No. Description
Robert Christison Donation
club Oc1901,1221.1 War club (timmy-timmy) made of wood (wooderry; gydia), talc.
club Oc1901,1221.2 War club (timmy-timmy) made of wood (parenya), decorated with white infilled zig-zag incisions.
club Oc1901,1221.3 War/hunting club (nulla-nulla) made of wood, emu oil, charcoal.
club Oc1901,1221.4 War/hunting club made of wood, emu oil, charcoal.
spear-thrower Oc1901,1221.5
Spear-thrower (koolbinny) made of wood (wooderry), gum (beef wood), sinew (kangaroo tail), 
beeswax.
boomerang Oc1901,1221.6 Boomerang made of wood (parenya).
boomerang Oc1901,1221.7 Boomerang made of wood.
boomerang Oc1901,1221.8 Boomerang made of wood.
axe Oc1901,1221.9 Child's axe made of stone, wood (willow), gum (beefwood).
dagger Oc1901,1221.10 War dagger (bibboo) made of quartz, wood, string (?), opposum skin, kangaroo tail sinew.
awl Oc1901,1221.11 Large awl (pickooroonga) made of bone.
awl Oc1901,1221.12 Small awl (noorinyooroo) made of bird bone.
head-band Oc1901,1221.13 Net band (chairbo), woman's frontlet made of string, talc.
head-band Oc1901,1221.14
Woman's head-band (murry-murry) made of sandstone, pearl-shell, gum (bloodwood), clay, 
string (fibre, flax).
necklace Oc1901,1221.15 Necklace made of grass, shell.
message stick Oc1901,1221.16 Message stick made of wood (corktree).
message stick Oc1901,1221.17 Message stick made of wood (pine), charcoal, emu (fat).
message stick Oc1901,1221.18 Cylindrical message stick (with carved message) made of soft pale wood (wattle or mimosa).
message stick Oc1901,1221.19 Message stick made of wood (pine).
message stick Oc1901,1221.20 Message stick made of wood (pine) with zigzag incised line on both sides.
pendant Oc1904,1002.1
Woman's pendant made of oval shaped shell, pierced and threaded with vegetable fibre string, 
knotted at ends.
necklace Oc1904,1002.2 Necklace made of reed (fresh water), string (bark?, flax?).
necklace Oc1904,1002.3 Necklace made of grass, string.
sash Oc1904,1002.4 Men's sash made of string, grease.
girdle Oc1904,1002.5.a Fringed girdle made of wool.
pendant Oc1904,1002.5.b-c Pendant made of kangaroo teeth, gum.
girdle Oc1904,1002.6 Fringed girdle made of wool.
fly-whiskhead-dress Oc1904,1002.7 Fly-whisk, men's head-dress made of emu feathers, kangaroo tail sinew.
club Oc1904,1002.8 Club (with engraved spike) made of wood (wooderry; gydia), talc.
club Oc1904,1002.9 Club (with spike) made of wood (karlbubulla; black gydia), oil (emu and iguana), talc.
club Oc1904,1002.10 Club (with two prongs) made of wood (wooderry; gydia), emu oil, talc.
axe Oc1904,1002.11 Axe made with stone blade secured to wooden haft with gum. Handle bound with fibre.
knife Oc1904,1002.12 Knife, bibboo, made of cement, beeswax, quartz, wood, gum (beefwood).
knife Oc1904,1002.13 Knife, bibboo, made of cement, beeswax, quartz, wood, gum (beefwood).
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knife Oc1904,1002.14 Knife, bibboo, made of cement, beeswax, quartz, wood, gum (beefwood).
knife Oc1904,1002.15 Knife, bibboo, made of beeswax, quartz, bark (ironbark).
knifechisel Oc1904,1002.16
Knife, bibboo, chisel, made of iron (sheepshears), wood, gum (beefwood), beeswax, kangaroo 
tail sinew.
fire-stick Oc1904,1002.17 Billet (with peg), fire-stick made of wood (native laurel), sinew.
grindstone Oc1904,1002.18 Grinding stone (for barley grass) made of stone.
grinder Oc1904,1002.19 Grinder (for barley grass, with OC1904A1002.18) made of stone.
grinder Oc1904,1002.20 Grinder (for barley grass, with OC1904A1002.18) made of stone.
Mary Montgomerie Bennett Donation
spear-thrower Oc1927,0610.1 Spear-thrower made of wood.
spear-thrower Oc1927,0610.2 Spear-thrower made of wood.
boomerang Oc1927,0610.3 Boomerang made of wood.
boomerang Oc1927,0610.4 Boomerang made of wood.
boomerang Oc1927,0610.5 Boomerang made of wood.
boomerang Oc1927,0610.6 Boomerang made of wood.
club Oc1927,0610.7
Club made of wood. It is coloured red and has pointed ends. It has a band of carved notches 
close to the top which is coloured with white pigment.
club Oc1927,0610.8
Club made of wood, with pointed ends and band of carved notches around head. The club is 
coloured red except the background to the notches which is coloured white.
club Oc1927,0610.9 Club made of wood.
club Oc1927,0610.10
Club made of brown wood with darker patches. The slightly bulbous head has a long point. The 
grip is roughened and ends in a point.
club Oc1927,0610.11
Carved club made of wood, with slightly bulbous head with a blunt point. The grip is roughened 
and ends in a point.
message stickstick Oc1927,0610.12 Message stick made of wood, coloured with red pigment and incised with wavy lines.
message stickstick Oc1927,0610.13 Message stick made of wood.
message stickstick Oc1927,0610.14 Message stick made of wood.
axe Oc1927,0610.15 Axe-head made of stone.
axe Oc1927,0610.16 Axe-head made of stone.
Mary Montgomerie Bennett 
Photograph Donation
photographic print Oc,B76.51
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Topsy, a Yirandali girl, aged six; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Photographic process
photographic print Oc,B76.52
Photograph (black and white); a side profile portrait of a Yirandali girl named Nelly wearing 
western-style clothing, who was married by a kangaroo shooter; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.8
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Kyra, a Yirandali man, posing in profile, in front of a 
studio backdrop; he wears a western-style shirt and  sweater; Lammermoor, North Queensland, 




Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Jacob, a seven year old Yirandali boy, posing in front 
of a backdrop; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.50
Photograph (black and white); a group of Yirandali men and women, and one baby, wearing 
western-style clothing with the women wearing cloth headbands, posing outside a thatched roof 
building; the men, Mickey, Kyra, Vyno, Duncan, [un-named], Freddy [Kanaka] and Barney stand 
in the back row (from left to right); the woman are sitting in front, Wyma, Dolly, old Mary-Ann, 
Rosy, Topsy [child], Mary, and Bessy (from left to right); Lammermoor, North Queensland, 
Australia.  Albumen print
photographic print Oc,B76.1
Photograph (black and white); profile portrait of Barney, the head-man or ko-bee-berry, of the Ko-
bro section of the Yirandali tribe; this image was taken when he was ill, three years before his 
death; Lammermoor, North  Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.2
Photograph (black and white); profile portrait of Barney, the head-man or ko-bee-berry, of the Ko-
bro section of the Yirandali tribe; this image was taken when he was ill, three years before his 
death; Lammermoor, North  Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.3
Photograph (black and white); profile portrait of Barney, the head-man or ko-bee-berry, of the Ko-
bro section of the Yirandali tribe; this image was taken when he was ill, three years before his 
death; Lammermoor, North  Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.4
Photograph (black and white); profile portrait of Barney, the head-man or ko-bee-berry, of the Ko-
bro section of the Yirandali tribe; this image was taken when he was ill, three years before his 
death; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Photogravure
photographic print Oc,B76.5
Photograph (black and white); profile  portrait of Barney, the head-man or ko-bee-berry, of the 
Ko-bro section of the Yirandali tribe; this image was taken shortly before his death; 
Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print~carte-de-visite Oc,B76.6
Photograph (black and white); carte-de-visite of a water colour; profile portrait of Barney, the 
head-man or ko-bee-berry, of the Ko-bro section of the Yirandali tribe; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Albumen print
photographic print Oc,B76.7
Photograph (black and white); Barney, the head-man, or ko-bee-berry, of the Ko-bro section of 
the Yirandali tribe, and his wife Bessy. Both are outside; Barney is wearing a kingplate, and 
stands behind Bessy who is sitting; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Albumen print
photographic print Oc,B76.9
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Kyra, a Yirandali man, posing in  profile, in front of a 
studio backdrop; he wears a western-style shirt and sweater; Lammermoor, North Queensland, 
Australia.  Photogravure
photographic print Oc,B76.12
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Kyra, a Yirandali man, posing in  profile, in front of a 
studio backdrop; he wears a western-style shirt;  Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  
Photogravure
photographic print Oc,B76.10
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Kyra, a Yirandali man, posing in  profile, in front of a 





Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Kyra, a Yirandali man, posing in profile, in front of a 
studio backdrop; he wears a western-style shirt; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  
Gelatin Silver Print
photographic print Oc,B76.17
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Mickey, who was the  head-man, or ko-bee-berry, of 
the Woonggo section of the Yirandali tribe, posing in front of a studio backdrop; he wears a 
western-style shirt; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Photogravure
photographic print Oc,B76.16
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Mickey, who was the  head-man, or ko-bee-berry, of 
the Woonggo section of the Yirandali tribe, posing in front of a studio backdrop; he wears a 
western-style shirt; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.15
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Mickey, who was the  head-man, or ko-bee-berry, of 
the Woonggo section of the Yirandali tribe, posing in front of a studio backdrop; he wears a 
western-style shirt; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.14
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Mickey who was the  head-man, or ko-bee-berry, of 
the Woonggo section of the Yirandali tribe,  posing in front of a studio backdrop; he wears a 
western-style shirt;  Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.13
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Mickey, who was the head-man, or ko-bee-berry, of 
the Woonggo section of the Yirandali tribe, posing in front of a studio backdrop; he wears a 
western-style shirt; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.18
Photograph (black and white): a portrait of Nowun-junger (Mary), a Yirandali  woman, posing in 
profile in front of a studio backdrop; she wears a western- style clothing; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.19
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Nowun-junger (Mary), a Yirandali  woman, posing in 
profile in front of a studio backdrop; she wears a western- style clothing; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.20
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Nowun-junger (Mary), a Yirandali  woman, posing in 
profile in front of a studio backdrop; she wears a western- style clothing; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.21
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Nowun-junger (Mary), a Yirandali  woman, posing in 
profile in front of a studio backdrop; she wears a western- style clothing; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.22
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Nowun-junger (Mary), a Yirandali woman, posing in 
profile in front of a studio backdrop; she wears a western-style clothing; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Photogravure.
photographic print Oc,B76.26
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Booloodea Timullinya (Wyma),  posing in profile in 
front of a studio backdrop;she wears a western-style  clothing; Lammermoor, North Queensland, 
Australia.  Photogravure.
photographic print Oc,B76.23
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Booloodea Timullinya (Wyma),  posing in profile in 
front of a studio backdrop;she wears a western-style  clothing; Lammermoor, North Queensland, 




Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Booloodea Timullinya (Wyma),  posing in profile in 
front of a studio backdrop;she wears a western-style  clothing; Lammermoor, North Queensland, 
Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.25
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Booloodea Timullinya (Wyma), posing in profile in 
front of a studio backdrop;she wears a western-style clothing; Lammermoor, North Queensland, 
Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print~carte-de-visite Oc,B76.27
Photograph (black and white); carte-de-visite; a portrait of Booloodea Timullinya (Wyma), a 
Yirandali woman wearing western-style clothing; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  
Albumen print
photographic print Oc,B76.28
Photograph (black and white); a side profile portrait of a Yirandali girl named Nelly wearing 
western-style clothing, who was married by a kangaroo shooter; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.29
Photograph (black and white); a side profile portrait of a Yirandali girl named Nelly wearing 
western-style clothing, who was married by a kangaroo shooter; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Photogravure
photographic print Oc,B76.30
Photograph (black and white); a side profile portrait of a Yirandali stockman named Warmbunny 
wearing western-style clothing; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Photographic 
process
photographic print Oc,B76.31
Photograph (black and white); a side profile portrait of a Yirandali stockman named Warmbunny 
wearing western-style clothing; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.32
Photograph (black and white); a side profile portrait of a Yirandali stockman named Billy, with a 
moustache; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.33
Photograph (black and white); a side profile portrait of a Yirandali stockman named Billy, with a 
moustache; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.34
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Topsy, a Yirandali girl, aged six; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.   Photographic process
photographic print Oc,B76.35
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Topsy, a Yirandali girl, aged six; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.36
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Topsy, a Jirandali girl, aged six; North Queensland, 
Australia.  Photogravure
photographic print Oc,B76.37
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Tommy, a Yirandali boy, aged five, from the section of 
Ko-bro standing beside a wooden post with wire mesh, wearing a dress; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.   Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.38
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Tommy, a Yirandali boy, aged five, from the section of 
Ko-bro, standing beside a wooden post with wire mesh, wearing a dress; Lammermoor, North 
Queensland, Australia.  Photographic process
photographic print Oc,B76.39
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Tommy, a Yirandali boy, aged five, from the section of 
Ko-bro, standing beside a wooden post with wire mesh, wearing a dress; Lammermoor, North 




Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Tommy, a Yirandali boy, aged five. sittting on a 
wooden chest looking unhappy as he is accidentally wearing a tumburra (strong apron) worn 
only by women; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia. Photographic process
photographic print Oc,B76.41
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of Tommy, a Yirandali boy, aged five. sittting on a 
wooden chest looking unhappy as he is accidentally wearing a tumburra (strong apron) worn 
only by women; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia. Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.43
Photograph (black and white); a side profile portrait of a Yirandali boy named Jacob, aged about 
seven, posing in front of a backdrop; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia. Gelatin silver 
print
photographic print Oc,B76.44
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of a Yirandali boy named Jacob, aged about seven, 
posing in front of a backdrop; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia. Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.45
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of a Yirandali boy named Jacob, aged about seven, 
posing in front of a backdrop; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia. Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B76.46
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of a Yirandali boy named Charley, posing in front of a 
backdrop; Lammermoor, North  Queensland, Australia. Photographic process
photographic print Oc,B76.47
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of a Yirandali boy named Charley, wearing a jumper, 
posing in front of a backdrop; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia. Photographic process
photographic print Oc,B76.48
Photograph (black and white); a portrait of a Yirandali boy named Charley, wearing a jumper, 
posing in front of a backdrop; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print~carte-de-visite Oc,B76.49
Photograph (black and white); carte-de-visite; a portrait of a Yirandali boy, wearing western-style 
clothing and  holding a cap, leaning on a western-style chair, with a western-style table behind 
him; Lammermoor, North Queensland, Australia.  Gelatin silver print
photographic print Oc,B78.1
Photograph (black and white); group of Yirandali men standing outdoors, with their bodies 
painted, wearing personal ornaments, headgear, and loin cloths; with a group of Yirandali 
women sitting on the ground in front of the men wearing western-style clothing; Lammermoor, 
North Queensland, Australia.  Albumen print
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